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Ain’t Easy Being Wolf
By Kent Ferrell
PART I
Morris Talbot could see small patches of white through the
pine boughs, but the timber was too thick to identify anything in
the valley floor below. The big bay gelding’s shoes made crunching sounds on the frozen snow as he made his way along the ridge.
The wind was in the right direction to carry his scent away from
any elk or deer that might be grazing below. Talbot called the
valley that lay in front of him “Paradise Found,” and it ran generally southwest to northeast and was postcard perfect. As he and
the bay gelding named Taco turned almost north and descended
the gentle slope, the timber began to thin. He slowed the horse
even more, not wanting to spook anything that might be there.
Talbot had been careful about his approach to make sure he and
Taco were not silhouetted against the skyline or the setting sun
because hunting season wasn’t too far behind them and the elk
and deer were still on high alert for any movement.
If there were elk there, Nunzie would surely want a count.
Gene L. Nunzie, also known as General
Nazi by the ranch hands when he was out
of earshot, was the ranch manager, but he
also ran the outfitting and hunting operation. In fact, most of his focus was on the
hunting operation. Securing grazing leases
in the National Forest Service’s land and
the day-to-day cow-calf operation had
been turned over to the second-incommand, Pete Paxton. And Pete was the
only reason Talbot was still employed
here.
Like a lot of the cow-calf operations in the Northwest, a big
chunk of their income came from the hunting operation, and
Nunzie was very protective of that. The BLT ranch (Bradley and
Loraine Townsend) was a big operation, and under their ownership, each employee was allowed to take an elk or a mule deer
during season. It was a nice perk as half of the hands had families,
and that went a long way in reducing the grocery bill. But five
years ago when the Townsends had finally gotten too old to run
the operation and turned it over to their kids, they immediately
sold it.
Initially, employees were told the operation was purchased by
a family-owned agriculture operation out of California and that no
one should worry—that nothing was going to change. It didn’t for
about two months while the new owners were preparing for reorganization. The reality was that a large corporation had bought the
operation, and the only truth in what the employees were told was
that it was from California. As soon as everything was in place, the
new management fired the old ranch manager and laid off most of
the full-time staff, including a nearly indispensable vet technician
that was also a “do-anything” handyman. They canned all of the
men that worked the hay, potato, and soybean operation and most
of the cowboys. They kept one mechanic, two full-time cowboys,
one of the men that worked the feed mill operation, and a young
kid that was fresh out of vet school and very green behind the
ears. But by some stroke of common sense they kept Pete Paxton,
their very best cowman. They had originally laid Talbot off but
realized they actually needed him as he and Pete were the only

ones that actually knew the topography of the farm and ranch well
enough to find everything on this huge place. They fired all the
horses, too. Actually they sold off one of the finest strings of ranch
horses in the entire region and put everyone on 4-wheelers. They
brought in day workers from their operation in California—people
who didn’t know the back end of a horse from the front—for the
farming duties and hired day labor cowboys to move stock. Some
of those they did end up keeping on a semi-permanent basis.
While 4-wheelers have their uses, the “rocket scientist” now
running this operation soon discovered there were some things
that just couldn’t be done on them; slipping up on elk and deer
for a head count was one of them.
One of the very first things that Nunzie did was to forbid the
cowboys from carrying a rifle with them to reduce the temptation
of poaching. Everyone yelled “foul” and tried to reason with Nunzie, explaining that this wasn’t California and the rifles were for
self defense, not poaching. Nunzie wouldn’t budge, telling them
their pistols would be enough. Some
threatened to quit, arguing that not everything out there could be reasoned with,
and some things, like the bears (grizzlies,
browns, and blacks), could even eat you.
There was also the increasing number of
wolves, but still he wouldn’t budge. Since
jobs were in short supply, everybody
bitched but nobody quit.
Nunzie finally did change his mind
when two of the cowboys surprised a big,
old, cranky black bear guarding a kill. The
bear put one of them in the hospital for almost a month after they
pumped six shots into him from a .357 magnum pistol. When the
ordeal was over, the bear was still able to leave under his own
power; the cowboy was not. And, when the cowboy finally got out
of the hospital and back on his feet, he sent Nunzie to the dentist
to correct some misaligned bridge work. Talbot now carried his
Marlin .45-70 with potent hand loads in his saddle scabbard
where he had always carried it before.
Talbot went out on an expedition for the spring elk count and
pasture survey on the BLT lease land. His report would tell the
ranch manager when they could start moving cattle to the higher
ranges. Through the thinning pines and spruces, he could see
more of the valley floor where there were large patches of green
mixed with equally large patches of snow and split by the stream
that bisected the valley. Every time Talbot saw this place, he decided that he would like to settle down here, but there was only
one problem; it wasn’t his and never would be. He rode out of the
timber into the open, pulling Taco to a halt. There were no elk to
be seen anywhere; in fact, there was nothing moving down there.
The wind was quartering in from the west-northwest, and it had a
bite to it. He looked up at the brooding sky; there would soon be
snow. Before he left yesterday, the weather forecast said this front
would move through quickly, and tomorrow it would be clearing
in the afternoon. Based on years of being out-of-doors, Talbot
knew that the forecast was not likely to prove true.
He was headed to a partially stocked line shack about a quarter of a mile east of him and down the ridge where the stream bed
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exited the valley. A fire, some chili and
cornbread, and a good book sounded a lot
better than sleeping in the back seat of his
truck like he did so much of the time on
these field trips.
One last glance down the valley and he
pulled Taco’s reigns around to the right
and then stopped! Was that movement?!
This valley was almost 1½ miles long, and
toward the northeast end, about a mile out,
it hooked around slightly to the right and
narrowed some before it was pinched off into a shallow box canyon by the two ridges that ran the length of it. Talbot and Taco
were standing in the only easily accessible place where you could
survey the entire valley. About three fourths of a mile out, there
was a low, barren promontory that jutted out where the slope met
the valley floor. Just this side of the promontory, the slope angled
upward toward the timber again. There was something dark there
in the snow. It was stopped now. Talbot squinted to verify that his
aging, though still keen eyes were not playing tricks on him. Sure
enough, it moved toward the timber, slowly, but it moved, and
then stopped and moved again. It was just too far to get a good fix
on the animal, but he was pretty sure it was a black bear foraging.
Somehow the movements just weren’t quite right, so at the last
minute, he decided to put his field glasses on it. Hurriedly, he
reached for his saddlebag. With his gloved hand, he fumbled with
the buckle. Finally, he pulled the field glasses free and put them
up to his eyes just as whatever it was moved into the deeper shadows of the timber. All that he could see was that it
was furry and about the right color for a black.
“Well,” he thought, “that could be one reason there
were no elk.” Putting away the field glasses, he knew
he’d need to be alert, especially when he started
cooking—not that his cooking was gourmet rated,
but after hibernation, bears gorge themselves on
whatever is edible, and the easier to get, the better.
Bears rarely die in hibernation, but due to lack of
food after a cold winter, bears can starve, especially
cubs. Though beautiful, nature is a harsh mistress.
Not keen on entertaining uninvited guests tonight, Talbot reined Taco around and headed for
the cabin. The cabin and corral were located on a
flat spot a safe distance above the stream bed so that
heavy rains and the spring thaw didn’t flood the
cabin or wash it away. He rode his horse into the
corral, dismounted, and tied Taco off to the gate post; then he
methodically began the unsaddling routine. He unstrapped the
scabbard and rifle and put them on the outside of the fence, and
next unstrapped the saddlebags and hung them over the fence. He
then unclipped the breast harness strap that ran between Taco’s
front legs and to the front girth strap. Next he unbuckled the left
side breast harness strap from the saddle’s flat plate rigging; then
he unbuckled the rear flank strap, and finally he unstrapped the
front girth strap, letting it dangle. There was a reason for this careful sequence. Even if Taco spooked, now the saddle would just fall
off onto the ground with little or no harm done. The front girth
strap is unstrapped last so that if the horse blows up, the saddle is
less likely to roll around under the horse and get torn up because
he panicked and got his feet hung up in the breast collar or rear
girth. As a kid, Talbot had hiked almost 10 miles out of a west

Texas sand wash in riding heels because
he hadn’t properly tied up the horse and
had unstrapped the front girth first. Not
only did his prize Nocona saddle get torn
up by a three-year-old bronc, but the
horse ran off and wasn’t caught until the
fall cattle roundup. His dad had no mercy on him; blistered feet and all, he still
got his backside busted for that one.
Walking around to the offside of
his horse, he tied up all the rigging to the
saddle horn and dragged the saddle, saddle blanket, and pad off
his horse.
The corral was very near the house since the available space
to build the cabin and corral were very limited. He threw the saddle over the hitching post by the door. He found the key and unlocked the padlock; then he pushed the door inward with his foot.
Out here in the middle of nowhere, the locks only kept the honest
folks out. Before Nunzie, they never locked them. Vandalism was
rarely ever a problem, and if someone really needed shelter, they
didn’t have to break a window to get in. All appeared well inside
the cabin, but you never know. Over the years, he’d been met by
some interesting passersby in these old cabins; the most unsocial
was a very unhappy wolverine. Of course, he’d never met a wolverine that was happy either.
Moving the saddle and blanket inside, he closed the corral,
took the headstall and bit off Taco, and brought those things, his
saddlebags, and rifle inside. First order of business was to feed his
horse, so he pulled the small bag of crimped oats and
alfalfa pellets out of his saddlebag and poured them
into a feed bucket that hung on the corral for Taco.
Then he discovered there was no hay in the dry shed.
This cabin hadn’t been stocked since before the winter’s snows, and although the hay would not have
been the freshest, kept in a dry shed, no horse that
had been on a cold trail all day would have turned it
down. Now Taco would have to do with what grazing
he could paw out from under the snow.
Considering there was no hay, he wondered
what the people food stash looked like and soon
found out. At least there was coffee. A closer inspection turned up two packages of Ramen noodles (not
exactly cowboy fare) and some tomato soup. There
was one can of Wolf Brand chili and four cans of
boiled whole chickens. “Damn!” he growled. “I
wouldn’t feed that to a starving dog.”
He made a fire, put on some coffee, brought in some more
firewood, and then started dinner. He made a hearty meal of Ramen noodles and chili and settled down with a Louis Lamoure
novel. There were about a dozen novels there, half of which he
had already read. He chose Kilrone and stretched out in the
rough-hewn chair in front of the fire.
About 20 pages into the book, he needed to refill his coffee;
while the water was boiling, he decided to take a look outside. It
was dark now, and it was snowing. After a check on Taco, he
closed the door, poured his coffee, and returned to his book. But
before he could open the book again, he heard Taco whinny. It
was a warning whinny; he knew it too well. Reaching into his saddlebag, he drew out his old single-action Colt .45 and checked the
(Continued on page 3)
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cylinder. It was loaded; he knew it was but checked it anyway.
Looking out the window, he checked his horse. In the darkness
and falling snow, he couldn’t make out much more than a silhouette of Taco, but he could tell which way Taco was looking. Whatever was out there was on the east side of the cabin. Quickly, Talbot looked that way. Something moved! There was something at
the edge of the trees. He was not in the mood for a bear this time
of night … or any other time, for that matter.
Sticking the pistol in his belt, he drew the .45-70 out of its
scabbard and reached for the powerful LED light in his saddlebag
where the pistol had been. Checking the chamber to verify it was
loaded, Talbot pushed the cross-bolt safety off and pushed the
door open slowly.
Talbot had spent a lot of his life in the wilderness, but there
was always that anxious moment, the butterflies, when you step
out into the darkness to face who knows what, not quite knowing
how it was going to end. The earlier bear sighting was fresh in his
mind, and he knew that black bears injured and killed more people than any other wild animal in the North American wilderness.
And if that was what was out there, it was not long out of hibernation, was definitely hungry, and would certainly be out of sorts.
He stepped out and swung the light and rifle toward the east
end of the cabin. Nothing! Slowly he moved along the edge of the
cabin with his light in one hand and cocked rifle at the ready in
the other. He thought he heard something from beyond the end
of the cabin. He stopped and listened, but the fresh fallen snow
and the distant stream muffled the sound. He stayed still and
strained to hear. Then he heard it again. It
made a sound but the soft, muffled thud
made the distance hard to judge. Something
was definitely there. Normally, a shot or
two would frighten the animal away, but he
didn’t want to just start shooting randomly
in the dark until he knew exactly what was
out there and where it was
He eased to the end of the cabin. He
shined the light toward the edge of the timber where he thought
the sound had originated. There was nothing. Then he aimed the
light down the hill toward the stream. Nothing there either. Suddenly there was a hard thud just to his right. He swung the light
and rifle in one motion. There was something big and furry flopping in the snow. Then he recognized it! His heart leapt to his
throat. “Son of a b—,” Talbot cut his epithet short. It was a wolf, a
large, dark one! He almost fell trying to put some distance between him and it while also jerking his rifle around to fire. But in
that moment of panic and surprise, some innate or ingrained
sense told him something was very wrong. It was then that Morris
Talbot realized the wolf was terribly injured. When it tried to rise
and flee, he saw just how bad it was. The left shoulder was torn
open with blood oozing from the wound; the right, back leg was
all askew. As the initial shock subsided and the adrenaline washed
though his system, his mind began to process what his eyes saw.
Blood was caked over the wolf’s front quarter. Talbot wondered
how he’d gotten this far. This animal was more dead than alive,
but even so, Talbot had seen mortally wounded animals inflict
deadly serious injuries, so with that in mind, he moved a few steps
further back to put a little cushion between him and the business
end of that big predator.
Talbot swung the light back to the wolf’s head and raised his
rifle to put this poor thing out of its misery only to discover something even more heartrending. Laying there in the snow in front of
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the wolf was a wet, freezing pup no more than a couple of weeks
old. Talbot was a strong man; he had seen the cruel brutality of
nature play itself out many times, but this just tugged at his heart:
“Dear God, why hadn’t this wolf been alone, better yet why hadn’t
it died somewhere in the forest?” He wondered if God was chastising him for something untoward he’d done. Lord only knew
there was plenty to pick from. As he watched, the pup tried making its way back to the half-dead adult. What was he going to do?
Talbot knew what he had to do. However, doing it was another thing altogether. It finally registered on the cowboy just how
cold it was and how much it was snowing. Going back into the
cabin, he retrieved his jacket, hat, and gloves. After donning them,
he pulled his hand-forged camp knife from the saddlebag. Going
back outside, Talbot cut a long bough from a nearby pine and
trimmed it of all its branches except one of the larger ones that he
cut to about eight inches long. Now he had what looked like a
large, primitive fish hook, and that’s exactly what he planned to
use it for—to drag the freezing puppy away from the dying mother.
At Talbot’s return, the wolf tried to raise her head and growl.
It didn’t appear there was much fight left in the thing, but he knew
way better than to trust appearances. Some years back, he was
trying to vaccinate a calf that was just about dead from a severe
case of scowers (that is diarrhea in cowspeak). It was laid out on
the cold, wet ground and looked like he was ready for the coyotes.
When he popped that needle into the calf’s hip, the animal exploded, kicking him in the groin so hard that it made him sick.
He rolled around on the ground, trying to throw up. The calf,
meanwhile, jumped up and ran off to
parts unknown. Nope, Talbot learned the
hard way not to trust appearances.
Taking the hooked end of the pine
branch, he reached out to snag the puppy.
It yelped and the mom mustered enough
strength to rise up and snap at the branch.
Talbot wrestled the branch away from the
weakened wolf. The second try was a little
better, but she still came after the baby. He pulled it away, and she
collapsed, watching him helplessly as he carefully picked up the
pup with one hand while preparing to fend off the momma with
his pine stave. It was very sad to see the helplessness of the mom
as he disappeared around the corner with what was probably her
last pup. Taking up his rifle, he went back into the cabin.
Now that he had this thing, what was he going to do with it?
There was some calf manna in the make-shift pantry used for orphaned calves. Talbot didn’t know but he figured it was probably
better for the pup than the canned evaporated milk that was also
sitting there; that would for sure give the pup a case of scowers.
He dried the pup as well as he could, wrapped it in his now dry
saddle blanket, and put it several feet back from the fire. The
pup’s struggles to escape the drying process were pitiful at best. It
was very weak and there wasn’t much heat in its little body.
Pouring water into a pan, he relit the butane stove to heat the
water. He went to his saddlebags and from his veterinary supplies
found some items and laid them out. An idea came to him. On a
good day, it was an insane idea (he knew that), but he had to do
something. While the water was heating and the puppy whining,
he went out and retrieved the tarp that covered the wood, all the
while keeping an eye out for the severely injured mother. A dangerous bleeding bite in weather like this and no help for miles
around could arrange for you a premature meeting with St. Peter.
Talbot brought in more than enough wood to make it through the
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night, so it wouldn’t be a problem if the remaining wood got wet
from a little snow. He’d be out of here tomorrow.
Returning to the front of the cabin, Talbot found, to his
amazement, the injured wolf not 15 feet from the door. Talbot
froze; the animal did not, and it made an attempt to come at him.
He threw the heavy tarp at the snarling but wobbly wolf. Tangled
in the tarp, she fell and didn’t get up. She raised her head, tried to
get up but couldn’t, and finally resigned herself to lying in the
snow. The animal was just about done. With her last remaining
strength, she had tried to make it to the whining pup. Dragging the
tarp cautiously back toward him, he threw it over the terribly
wounded animal. It didn’t move. Talbot tied one corner of the
tarp to an old climbing piton driven between the logs of the cabin
and the other to the hitching post to give some shelter for the wolf
and also to keep the tarp from smothering her under the weight of
the falling snow. When he was finished, he looked at the lump
that was the wolf. Was she dead? Pulling his light from his jacket
pocket, he shined it on the tarp and waited. After a few moments
he saw the tarp rise slightly as she drew a breath. He wondered
how many more she had in her. It occurred to him that he was
just prolonging the animal’s agony, but for some reason he just
couldn’t bring himself to shoot her.
Back inside the cabin, he found the water was steaming and
turned the burner off. Measuring out a small amount of formula,
he mixed in the hot water until the mixture looked about right.
Now, how was he going to get this down the starving pup? After a
brief look around the shack, he found nothing suitable, so he decided that it was going to have to be a spoon or nothing. Finally
warm, the pup had fallen asleep, but Talbot knew the starving pup
needed something in its lank little stomach. After a close look,
Talbot decided that he had been right; the pup couldn’t have
been much more than two weeks old. When he lifted the pup, it
came awake with a yelp, struggling to get away. Talbot lifted the
pup a little higher to make a gender assessment: a little boy.
Once the formula was sufficiently
heated, Talbot dipped his finger in it and
rubbed it on the pup’s mouth. It was a
long way from mom’s milk, but it was all
he had; the pup, however, was not interested and was struggling to get away. He
rubbed more milk on his mouth, but the
pup still struggled. So Talbot just sat there
holding the squirming pup, and soon
enough, he weakened and stopped his
protests. Talbot held the pup for a few
minutes more and then tried to spoon the
formula into the pup’s mouth; most of the liquid spilled onto the
pup and the floor. After about the third attempt, the pup began
showing some interest, but at this rate, it would be morning before
he got more than a tablespoon down the little guy.
“What am I thinking?” Talbot asked aloud. He reached behind him and pulled the saddlebag around, fishing out a 10 CC
syringe. Drawing it full of the warm formula, he placed it into the
pup’s mouth and pushed the plunger gently. After a moment, the
half-starved and half-frozen pup responded, suckling the syringe.
It was a slow process, but the little guy finally got enough. With
something in his tummy and warmer than he had been in some
time, the little fuzzball fell asleep in Talbot’s lap.
Before he ended up like the sleeping puppy, Talbot decided
he’d better act on his earlier idea before he got any warmer and
his idea got any less appealing. Wrapping the sleeping pup in his

saddle blanket, he laid him back away from the fire. Dragging his
quickly stiffening body up from the cold floor, he put on his hat
and coat and then grabbed the things he’d taken out of his saddlebag. Fishing his readers out of the front pocket of his Carhart vest
pocket, he struggled to read the dosage chart on the bottle of antibiotic in the dim light, but he managed it and did the math in his
head, guesstimating the wolf’s weight. Rinsing and drying the syringe, he fitted a 10 gauge needle to it and drew up the powerful
antibiotic. Capping the needle, he put the hypodermic syringe
between his teeth, picked up his heavy felt saddle pad and knife,
and pushed through the door into the steadily falling snow. Looking to his right, he saw that the snow had completely covered the
tarp, but a clear bump was visible about the middle of it where the
wolf lay. At the noise, the wolf stirred but not enough for him to
tell where the head was and where the butt was.
The tarp was heavy, and with the added weight of the snow, it
would be difficult for the wounded wolf to attack him. Nevertheless, his experience told him caution should be exercised. He bit
down on the barrel of the syringe, and then walking onto the tarp,
he poked at the lump to determine which way it was turned. He
found out in the next breath. The wolf came up with a fierce
growl. Instantly Talbot swung the thick saddle pad over the wolf’s
head and drove it to the ground with his knee. With his left elbow, he pushed the struggling wolf’s body down and swept away
the snow. Feeling through the tarp for the muscular back leg, he
found it, and in one practiced motion, he whipped the syringe out
of his mouth, de-capped it with his teeth, drove the stout needle
through the tarp, and injected the now screaming animal with the
antibiotic and powerful pain medication.
Pushing away from the frightened and angry animal, Talbot
came to his feet, grabbed his saddle pad, and moved away quickly.
The big animal thrashed under the tarp for a few moments and
then lay still. In reality, the wolf had offered little resistance to the
manhandling she had just taken.
He checked on Taco and found him more
than a little snorty over the new resident. Talbot
patted the gelding on the neck and soothed him:
“Easy boy. There’s nothing to worry about; the
smell of your new friend there will keep most of
the other predators away.”
He headed back to the cabin, pushing
through the door and back into the relative
warmth of the tight cabin. The wolf hadn’t left a
blood trail that he noticed, so it shouldn’t attract
anything unwanted, and if so, Taco would let
him know about that. He crawled into his bed
roll and, surprisingly, was only up twice with the pup. The first
time it woke Talbot, it was fretting because it had squirmed itself
out from under the horse blanket and discovered himself cold
and alone. The second time, he was hungry. After that, Talbot
folded the pup into a towel to soak up any accidents and then
stuffed him into his sleeping bag with him. Each time he woke up,
he checked on the mother; both times he found she was still
breathing.
After the feeding at around 4:00 a.m., he fell soundly asleep.
Sometime later, something woke him. He had no idea how much
time had passed. Looking toward the windows, he could see that it
was just coming daylight. It was cold in the cabin. The fire had
died down to just a few embers. He lay there very still, listening.
He could hear just the slightest breeze past the window. Carried
(Continued on page 5)
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on that breeze he heard what he thought was a running engine far
off, but it was lost in the whispering of the wind in the pine boughs.
Dragging himself out of his bed roll, he got into his clothes,
threw on his heavy Carhart jacket, and stirred the fire. The embers
glowed and then flickered as sparks rose. Then a small flame leapt
out of the sparkling embers. He added some small, split aspen
wood. The fire caught quickly; then he added more wood, and
soon he had a good warming fire. Talbot then put water on the
butane cook top for coffee, grabbed his .45-70, and cautiously
pushed open the heavy cabin door.
There was a good cover of snow on the ground. The tarp over
the wolf was completely covered except for the ends tied to the
house and hitching post for ventilation. There was still a noticeable
bump under the tarp. He stood very still and watched. The bump
moved. He shook his head with surprise. Pushing on through the
door, he headed to the corral. The startled wolf struggled under
the weight of the tarp and its heavy blanket of snow.
Taco nickered as Talbot approached: “Sorry bud; no feed this
morning. I’ll pick some up for you today.” Steam rose from the
horse’s nostrils as he snorted. Talbot patted him and then turned
back to survey the cabin and his situation. He had a two-week-old
starving pup with the wrong thing to feed it, he was sure. He had a
badly injured, possibly dying female wolf. There was about three
inches of snow on the ground, and it looked like more was on the
way. Why hadn’t he just shot the female and let the pup freeze
overnight? “Nature was a cruel master; animals die in the wild all
the time,” he reasoned.
Disgusted, he knew why and stomped off toward the cabin.
More than a half century ago, his father
had taught him to be a good steward of
the living things God had put on this
earth. His father was a devoutly religious
man and took care of the land and what it
produced long before it became popular
or politically correct. “Waste not, want
not,” he had heard from his father so
many times. “But what good was them
damned old predators?” he’d once cried
when a bobcat had caught one of his
chickens. “They control some pests that
can harm crops and destroy our animals’
feed, and they keep the animals we do eat
strong and disease free by taking the weak
and sick.” But he’d seen his father shoot coyotes, bobcats, and
hawks. “Son, there is a balance, and we are part of it and part of
His plan. Sometimes, their numbers will grow and there will be
more predators than food. When that balance gets off, they threaten our food as their food supplies dry up. Nature will select some
of the weaker to die, and we have to select some of the more troublesome to be eliminated so that we don’t starve.”
Unlike some of the radical environmentalist and animal rights
groups, Talbot’s father had no qualms about eliminating a threatening animal, and Talbot had learned that from him because it was
reasonable and he did not believe they were more important than
people—though Talbot did like animals more than most people he
knew. A rocky marriage, a stormy divorce, and an ex that turned
his kids against him and cleaned him out financially would do that
to a man. But that was another time, and right now he had a thorny
problem on his hands.
Grabbing the corner of the snow-covered tarp, he heaved it
back. The wolf sat up, growling, but didn’t attempt to come after
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him. This big girl was going to need something to eat if she and
that pup were going to survive—and she would need to feed her
pup soon. He surveyed the female: the left front shoulder was
not bleeding, and she was laying on the right side, so he couldn’t
assess the condition of her right hip and leg, but from what he’d
seen last night, it was much worse than her shoulder.
As Talbot moved toward the door, the big female clamored
to unsteady feet. It looked like she was trying to cut him off to
the door. Talbot swung his rifle around to fend her off, but it was
unnecessary as she tangled herself in the tarp and went sprawling,
damaged shoulder giving way and folding beneath her. She
plowed nose first into the snow, rolling onto her left side. Flailing
against the ground in an attempt to gain her footing, the right rear
leg below the knee was flopping loosely. Those injuries were not
from a fight with another animal, he discovered. She’d been shot!
Talbot had seen enough gunshot wounds to know.
Then, suddenly, he realized something even more stunning.
“Oh damn!” he swore aloud. She wasn’t a “she”! She was a “he”!
Though no lupine expert, Talbot knew that all wolf pack members took care of the young. It was a priority. If the pups didn’t
survive, the pack didn’t survive. But whether this was the alpha,
beta, or some other member of the pack, he didn’t know. The
only thing he knew for sure was that it wasn’t the mom. As the
badly crippled wolf struggled upright, Talbot passed him and
entered the cabin. After feeding the pup again, he fired up the
butane stove to heat water for some much needed coffee.
He looked through the food stock once more. “Who eats
this stuff?” he asked aloud as he picked up one of several cans of
whole boiled chickens. He chuckled; he
knew exactly who would eat it. “Thank
you, Lord,” he mumbled as he manipulated the worn-out can opener. Draining
off the broth into a plastic container for
later use, he carefully opened the door.
The wolf had worked his way to within
five feet of the door. It looked up at
him, made an effort to move toward the
door but thought better of it, and just lay
there staring up at him. Talbot opened
the door a little wider and tossed the
chicken out in front of the animal. He
sniffed at it but didn’t move. Talbot
figured the big wounded predator was
more worried about the pup in the cabin than the food lying in
front of him. Closing the cabin door, he went to the window and
peeped around the casing so he could look out without being
seen. He watched the wolf just to see what he would do.
The dark-colored boy watched the door for a few moments
and then looked right at Talbot’s barely visible face in the window. Talbot didn’t move, but the wolf had him pegged. Chuckling to himself, he moved back to the door. Pushing it open, he
stared out into those expressive amber eyes. There did not seem
to be any aggression in them—just a mistrust driven by instinct in
this injured, wild animal.
Talbot didn’t want a mad wolf in the small cabin with him,
injured or not, so he cracked open the door only a little to get
more of his upper body out. “You’d better eat that, or I’ll feed it
to the raccoons.” As though the wolf understood what he’d just
said, he snatched up the chicken and started eating. Talbot
pulled the door shut, laughing. “What do I do now?” he thought.
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Part II
What have I gotten myself into?
“Dear God, what have I gotten myself into?” he asked himself aloud. He fed the pup and cleaned up after it, throwing out
another canned chicken to the ‘wolf at the door’, laughing at that
thought. Then he grabbed his saddle and gear and headed for his
horse … through the back door. There is nothing quite like having
a wolf guarding your front door.
Taco watched the wolf closely as Talbot brushed and saddled
him. He left no doubt through his constant fidgeting and stomping
that he did not like the new guard dog, and he kept a close eye on
him as they rode out of the yard. Taco didn’t settle down until
they were well away from the cabin and down the trail.
Talbot retraced his trail from yesterday to get well above the
valley for the best view in case there were elk. There were none.
He was surprised. Either they knew something about the weather
he didn’t, or there was something spooking them or driving them
away. He turned Taco southeast and headed for his truck. It was
an hour and a half hard ride in the best of conditions, but almost
twice that with snow on the ground … and then an hour drive into
town.
Approximately two hours and 30 minutes later, he was stripping Taco’s bridle off and loading him into the trailer. He found
there was much less snow at the lower altitudes, and when he
reached his truck, he discovered there was barely an inch of snow
on the ground, but with the heavy clouds and temperatures hovering near freezing, it wasn’t going away soon. Crawling into his very
clean and well cared for 1988 Chevy 4-wheel drive pickup, he
turned the key. The engine rumbled to life, blowing a vapor trail
out the dual exhaust. He gave the engine a few minutes to warm
up and then was underway.
Town was a solid hour drive, so Talbot settled back and pondered what had happened. It was painful to watch such a regal
animal flounder and suffer, but if you are going to kill something
then you need to kill it clean, he was thinking. He had learned
that lesson early in life around the age of 13. His father had made
him track a badly shot deer far into the night down a long, rocky
canyon. A brewing sleet storm had hit about an hour before he
finally found the deer, so he was freezing by the time they came
upon the doe. She wasn’t dead. His father had made him dispatch
the deer with his knife to save the ammo, which was expensive for
their limited budget. He wanted to field dress the deer and go
back for it in the morning, but his father said they needed the
meat and couldn’t afford to lose the deer to a predator overnight.
He made the young Talbot quarter up the deer and haul it back
up that rocky canyon. The boy was bitterly angry with his father
for what he perceived as pure meanness—until his mother finally
told him months later that she had been ill and what money was
left from buying food and the bare essentials was going to pay the
doctors. “Besides,” she had told him. “If you’d made that shot
like you’d been trained, you wouldn’t have had as far to walk.”
She was right, he knew, but it still didn’t make him any happier
about how he’d had to learn that lesson. After all, no one likes to
be reminded of their shortcomings with such a harsh lesson. But
later in life, he’d recognized that lesson had saved him a lot more
than it had cost him.
Why he hadn’t put that wolf out of its suffering he just didn’t
know. He couldn’t explain it. Maybe the almost 45-year-old

memory of that wounded deer staring back at him with fear in its
eyes still haunted him. He certainly recalled wishing he’d never
shot it, at least not the way he did. But the wolf wasn’t a game animal, not something you ate. They were put there for another reason. Maybe this was a way of protecting that balance; he just didn’t
know right now. There was one thing he was coming to realize,
however. He might not be the tough, calculating, steely-eyed cowboy a lot of people thought he was.
Soon he hit paved road, and twenty minutes later he was in
town; five minutes after that, he was parking out front of a ranch
supply store.
Talbot pushed through the front door. Several brands of dog
and cat food greeted him just inside the door. The cashier, a large,
towering woman in her mid-60s, and a tall red-headed female,
maybe in her early to mid-40s, were the only ones inside the store.
He nodded at them and turned to the feed bags but didn’t know
what a wolf might eat.
“You look confused,” said a voice from behind him.
He turned to find the rangy copper-haired customer looking
at him. “Well, yes, ma’am. I generally stay confused. But it’s been
awhile since I bought any of this stuff, and I don’t know what’s
good,” he confessed.
“What are you feeding?”
“A dog…” but the way Talbot hesitated made the statement
more a question.
She laughed. “Sorry but what kind of dog? How old and how
big?”
“One adult and it’s a mix, sort of like a Husky,” he fumbled
for an answer.
“You don’t know what it is?” she quizzed him.
“Well, ma’am, it just showed up at my place and all I had was
some whole canned chicken,” he told her. At least that much was
the truth.
“That stuff’s just nasty; you shouldn’t give that to any dog,”
she gently chided him.
“Well, that’s why it was on the shelf. I wouldn’t eat it.”
She had to laugh at that. Then she pointed to one particular
brand in the stack of dog food bags. “This is the only decent stuff
in here.”
“I heard that Addie!” the big woman behind the counter responded grouchily. “You’re the only one that bitches about what I
sell.”
“Don’t pay her any mind,” Addie said. “Try this. At least the
first ingredient is meat and not CORN!” she said loudly, toward
the cashier. “They’re not cows, pigs, or horses, Jean,” she said,
turning back to Talbot. “At least the grain it has is something the
poor thing can digest.”
“Thank you,” Talbot said, reaching for a 20-pound bag. He
noticed that the bag was plastic and he was glad of that. If it rained
on the ride back to the cabin, at least the dog food would stay dry.
Talbot headed for the counter and then stopped, turning back to
the red-head who was still standing where he had left her. “Sorry
to be rude, but I’m running really short on time.”
“Well, good luck with your rescue,” she said, pivoting and
heading toward to the door.
Talbot faced the counter and asked the cashier, “Do you
have any formula that is OK for a very small puppy?”
“Despite what Addie thinks, I do,” groused the clerk, who
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was also the owner. The woman must have stood two inches past
six feet in her stocking feet, and with the tall-heeled boots she
wore, she looked down on Talbot and probably outweighed him
by 30 pounds. She had a long, narrow face that gave her a horsey
look, and an overbite like a badly sprung bear trap.
Talbot was never one to pass judgments about people’s looks;
after all, he had to look at himself in the mirror every day and
decided a long time ago there was no Brad Pitt staring back. There
are some things a person just can’t change. But he hoped she was
nice. Maybe he just caught her on a bad day.
After paying for the dog food, formula, and a bottle, he loaded the things he’d bought and headed for the grocery store. There
was a small market not far from here. Of course, in this town,
nothing was very far from anything else, he laughed to himself.
The grocery store was pretty slow, he noticed, as he headed
for the meat department. The best buy was chicken leg quarters,
and every dog he’d ever owned or knew liked chicken better than
anything else, so he figured a wolf might not be much different.
Talbot picked up two five pound bags and a few supplies for himself. Then he began to wonder how he was going to pack all this
stuff back to the cabin without having to make two trips.
After paying for his groceries, he headed for the Shell station
to fill up with gasoline. While the tank was filling, he fished his cell
phone out of the breast pocket of his Carhartt vest and dialed
Nunzie. He answered on the first ring.
“This is Talbot—”
Nunzie cut him off. “Didn’t expect to hear from you for a
couple more days. Where are you?” his tone was demanding.
“I’m in town picking up some supplies—”
“What the hell are you doing there; you’re supposed to be in
the meadows,” Nunzie snapped.
Talbot remained calm since Nunzie’s accusatory tone was
nothing new, but there was only so much of that ‘crap’ he would
take. “Gene, don’t forget. I’m on vacation, such as it is. I just wanted to let you know there aren’t any elk there or in the lower range.
I didn’t cut any tracks going in or coming back out. And this
morning, I heard what I’m pretty sure was an ATV; the way the
wind was blowing, it would have been somewhere along the northeast rim,” Talbot explained.
“There is always elk there this time of year!” he barked. “I
need those counts. I don’t trust the state biology boys. You need
to find out what is going on out there. I want some answers,” he
said with no attempt to mask his frustration.
“I want some answers, too,” Talbot responded. “I want to
know who stocked that cabin. The main meat supply is canned,
whole-boiled chicken. I’d have to think twice before I fed that slop
to a starving ... dog,” Talbot almost said wolf. “No horse feed
there either, so I want to know who the jackass is who was responsible for that.”
Nunzie didn’t answer his question. “Just get what you need
and get back out there,” he said and hung up.
There was no getting around the fact the guy was a jerk. Talbot stuffed his phone back into his vest pocket, thinking about that
odd call. Though they had a stock lease for a big chunk of BLM
land, part of that section had recently been declared wilderness
land and NO motorized vehicles were allowed there. Nunzie hadn’t even responded to that, and Talbot was certain he knew about
the ‘No Motorized Vehicles’ order. Normally the spring elk count,
though important, was not something he’d have a litter of kittens
over. Then he wondered why Nunzie had suddenly developed a
distrust of the state biology guys. Talbot shook his head; too many
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things to think about right now.
Glancing at his dash clock as he pulled away from the Shell
station, it read 12:10 p.m. He’d spent just over an hour in town,
and though he was making good time, he was still an hour away
from his truck drop-off point. He had Taco to saddle and then all
those supplies to pack. It had taken two and one half hours coming out, and going back would certainly be no faster. And then
there was the weather. The weather forecast had predicted clearing in the afternoon. They clearly missed that one. Maybe it was
clearing in Miami, but not here in the northern Rockies and not
soon, he chuckled to himself.
He wondered about the pup. Surely it was whining from
hunger or loneliness. Hopefully, the big male hadn’t chewed
through the front door. He had the pup pretty well barricaded,
and in his weakened state, he should stay put; at least that’s what
he hoped.
He left the highway and made the left turn onto the forest
service road. Barring truck problems or some other ordeal, he
was about half an hour of bumpy washboard gravel and rock road
to his parking area. No sooner had that thought come to mind
than the first few snowflakes hit his windshield. Through 40
minutes of sporadic snow flurries, he pulled into his secluded
parking area.
Talbot unloaded his bay gelding mountain horse, tied him
to the trailer, and then brushed and saddled him. He hung a
bucket to the trailer with a scoop of crimped oats from a stash he
kept in the truck. Carefully, he packed the items he’d bought in
town, tied on two purpose-made horse feed sacks, and then tied
the dog food behind the saddle. He drew his Marlin .45-70 cowboy rifle from its scabbard on Taco’s right side, checking the
chamber to verify it was loaded; then he clicked the safety on and
slid it back into its well-oiled scabbard. An emergency with a mad
black bear or griz coming at you was not the time to learn you had
an empty chamber. Then he checked his Colt .45 and strapped
the saddle horn holster in place. Finally, Talbot bridled Taco who
had long since finished his oats and was ready to be on the trail.
Locking his truck, he climbed aboard his horse and settled into
the well-used A-Fork saddle made by South Dakota saddle maker
JJ Croft.
He quickly picked up the trail head that went north by
northwest. It was a wide and well-used trail that gained altitude
slowly at first. The conifers were thick here, protecting the trail
from snow, but it also sheltered it from light so it didn’t dry quickly after a rain. This was Talbot’s least favorite time of year as the
seasons were having trouble deciding who was going to win. He
didn’t like the thawing trails and the mud.
About 15 minutes up the trail was an intersecting trail from
the east that came off a low ridgeline. Horse tracks came off that
trail and turned up the trail before him. The horse was shod and
carrying a rider. He followed those tracks for about 20 minutes to
a branch in the trail. The other horse went straight ahead up a
narrow, rougher, and steeper path where the main trail veered off
in a lazy arc to the right. The single track the other horse and rider
had taken was a faster route on a good mountain horse, but that
was a route you’d only take if you were trying to cut someone off
or get ahead of someone. It was certainly more dangerous, especially with snow on the ground; it confused Talbot because there
was no evidence of any other riders save him and the horse ahead,
and that rider probably didn’t know he was behind him. It was
also no scenic route. The timber was very thick and it was strewn
(Continued on page 8)
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with dead fall and large, head-sized rocks, and it led nowhere except back to the larger trail. It also gave Talbot reason to be on
alert because if he had learned anything from his years in the wilderness, it was that if something didn’t look right, it usually wasn’t.
So with snow still on the ground and a heavily loaded horse, he
took the safer but slower trail.
About a half mile up the trail there was another trail that
converged from the east. This trail dropped into the upper end of
a shallow but long box canyon that was rimmed by the ridge that
carried the first intersecting trail and eventually opened up into
the main valley that split two larger ridges. Four wheeler tracks
turned out onto the north by northwest bound trail that Talbot
traveled. He wondered if these four wheelers might be what he
had heard early this morning. He speculated over what they might
have been doing and why they were in an area that was off limits
to motorized vehicles. Though he considered that it might be the
fish and game guys, he doubted it. As big as this country was, it
was very rare that anyone passed through it without leaving a mark
that went unnoticed by someone else.
The trail narrowed and steepened, but
was still passable on a four wheeler.
Much to his chagrin and thankful
for the double protection of his Carhartt vest and jacket, the light snow was
now turning into a light mist. He hoped
this was only temporary. Talbot could
see where the ATV had spun its wheels
on the first attempt up the incline and
then backed up, moved over, and tried
the climb again. But there was also
something on the ground besides tire
tracks. Blood? And it was on top of the
fresh tracks. Was the rider hauling
something that was bleeding? An animal? A man? Was this person up here
poaching? A cornered poacher could
be very dangerous. Poaching laws were
rigorously enforced, and more than
one game warden had been shot in a
confrontation with poachers.
Continuing up the trail he looked
closely for more blood but found none.
The wind was picking up slightly and
the mist yielded to snow, putting down
enough of the precipitation to cover up
small drops of blood, so he quit looking and concentrated on his riding.
Looking intentionally or not, the deer tracks were hard to miss
where they’d crossed the trail after the ATV had passed. He
caught movement to his right and turned just in time to see two
doe moving off into the timber. They weren’t in a hurry either as
horses usually spooked the animals less than a man on foot. Suddenly, he heard a yell and then a shout. The deer bolted, but Talbot didn’t notice as he had already bumped Taco into a much
quicker pace. There was urgency in the voices, but running a
horse up a rocky, snow-covered trail was a recipe for disaster that
could land you in the hospital if you were lucky or in the morgue
if you were not.
It is hard to judge distance in the woods with so much to
deflect and absorb the sound, but from experience, he knew it was
not far. Maybe they were less than 100 yards away. Then there

was another shout, followed by a threat. Talbot slowed Taco to a
walk. The very last thing he wanted to do was ride into the middle
of an ugly quarrel. As he approached, he could see a four wheeler
through the trees. It was just beyond a left-hand bend in the trail,
just a few yards this side of the intersection with the shortcut he’d
avoided almost an hour ago.
“I won’t tell you again, bitch. Get that damned nag out of my
way or I’ll run it over with you on it,” the big man on the four
wheeler growled.
“Not until you give him to me,” a woman sobbed, but there
was anger as she spat the words. “Please?” she cried as she went
from angry to pleading.
“He’s a blood thirsty sheep killer, and you’re not having him
to make a martyr of,” the driver snapped back at her.
Her voice wavered between anger and frustration. “He’s
mine, so please give him back.”
Still out of their sight, he could see her now. When he
saw her face, he was surprised. He knew her. It was the customer
from the feed store. The man just
laughed at her. What little diplomacy
she was trying to maintain went out the
window. “You scum! Your dirty cowardly friends cut my cages, turned them
out, and shot them after you drove
them off,” she snarled between sobs.
That got a reaction from the driver. “I warned you to back off. That
sorry cur didn’t run far with a bullet in
him; let’s see how far that buckskin will
go with a busted leg.” The rider
grabbed the bars and reached to throw
the ATV into gear.
“I wouldn’t do that,” Talbot said
firmly, riding Taco around the corner.
Both of them jumped, clearly startled
that he had so completely gotten the
drop on them during their quarrel. As
Talbot rode closer, he could plainly see
what the ruckus was all about. There
was a large, dead silver wolf in the utility bed of the ATV. “Killing or laming
somebody’s ride out here can be a
death sentence in this kind of weather,”
Talbot said flatly.
The ATV rider was a powerfully
built man in his late thirties or perhaps
early forties with an angry scowl on his
face. “You stringy, old cowpoke. This ain’t none of your affair.
You’d better just move on before I jerk you off that horse and
stomp a mud hole through you.”
Talbot ignored him and his threats, turning to the woman.
“Ma’am can you prove this is your animal?” he asked her.
She’d regained at least some of her composure. “All scum
bag has to do is lift his leg and if he can find where his balls are
supposed to be, then tell me how many wild wolves are neutered.
If he can’t find where those are supposed to be, then feel the tip
of his right ear. There is a definite notch there. You can’t see it
with his winter coat, but it’s there.”
“You want to check?” Talbot calmly asked the ATV driver.
“I warned you, you old fool,” and with surprising speed, he
came off that four-wheeler and charged Talbot. The next instant,
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the younger man was looking down the barrel of a cocked
Colt .45 .
The driver stopped short in his tracks, the color draining
from his face. Talbot remained calm, frighteningly calm. “Get
back on your four wheeler and keep your
hands where I can see them.”
The younger man regained some of
his bravado, laughing. “You’re not fool
enough to use that thing. Now get!”
There was a deafening roar and a
flash of fire in the narrow confines of the
heavily timbered trail as the 255 grain lead
bullet slammed through the ATV’s rear
tire inches from the big man’s leg. Talbot
hoped Addie what-ever-her-name-was had
a tight grip on her horse. The startled driver jumped back at the blast, stumbling
over the flattened tire and sprawling on his
back on the damp earth and snow. He
came up swearing like someone that was
accustomed to swearing, spitting threats,
but the icy stare from Talbot’s steel gray
eyes told the big man he was tempting
providence. His hollow threats hung there
unfilled, but Talbot knew this man would
make good on them at his first opportunity.
“Now, take that rifle out of its rack
by its barrel and lay it on the ground. Just
keep your hand away from the trigger.”
“If you want that done, you’re going
to have to climb down off that horse and do it yourself,” the other
man snorted.
Talbot said nothing; he just aimed the already cocked .45 at
the other back tire….
“No! No!” the man shouted, reaching for the rifle. Easing it
out of the rack by its barrel, he laid it carefully on the ground,
respectful of the expensive optics mounted atop the sight rail.
“That’s armed robbery,” the big man huffed.
“Ma’am, just how do you plan on hauling that dead wolf?”
“I’m going to tie him on behind me; he’s carried dead game
before,” she gestured to her horse. “He’s not going to like it, but
he will do it.”
Talbot turned back to the man, nodding at the wolf. “You’re
a big strong guy; load him up for her.”
This time he didn’t argue. The woman had climbed down
off her buckskin gelding and untied the lead rope from the saddle,
snapping it to the halter he wore under his headstall; then she tied
him to a nearby pine. She was pulling some lightweight rope out
of her saddle bags when the man arrived with the wolf. As expected, the buckskin didn’t like the look or the smell of the dead
wolf, but she quickly got him under control. The big man easily
hoisted the 100 plus pounds of dead weight over the back of the
horse. The horse stomped and danced around for a few moments, but the six-foot four-inch, 250-pound man held his ground
until the horse settled. He’d been around horses before.
He sulked back to the four wheeler, eying the rifle. Talbot
decided that there was no bluff in this man and that he could be
very dangerous.
The younger man raised his hands in mock surrender.
“Don’t get trigger happy, you stringy old poke.”
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Talbot knew the younger man was trying to get a rise out of
him, so he said nothing but watched carefully as the other man
gathered the tools and set to work on the flat tire.
After a struggle with her horse, the rangy, copper
haired woman finally got the dead wolf
securely tied behind her saddle. She was
just about to mount her horse when she
turned back and went to the rifle where it
lay on the ground. ”What are we going to
do with this?” she nudged the rifle with
her booted foot.
“He can pick it up at Sheriff LaMarque’s office in a few days,” Talbot
said. Easing Taco passed the four wheeler,
he joined her. She handed him the rifle
and finally mounted her horse after she
untied him.
She tried to move her horse next to
Talbot’s, but Taco was not too keen on
being too close to the dead wolf either.
Talbot pressed his spur into Taco’s side as
a gentle reminder to stop trying to dance
away from the dead animal. When Addie
finally moved her buckskin next to the big
bay gelding, she quietly asked, “What are
we going to do now?”
“We are going to sit here until he
finishes mounting that tire and gets on his
way. I don’t want to see, even him, spend
the night out here.”
After that exchange, there was not much
conversation between them as they sat watching the man work.
Eventually, she started to speak, but Talbot warned her off, so
they both just sat there and silently watched.
“I told that jackass to put foam cores in these things,” he
muttered to no one in particular, and then followed it with a line
of profanity. It didn’t stop there; the ATV rider swore his way
through the entire tire repair. He was efficient, with little wasted
motion, but it still took longer than Talbot would have liked.
He finally climbed back on the ATV and started off, driving
down the trail a few yards before stopping and turning back toward them. “You’ve crossed the wrong people,” he yelled and
then sped off.
Talbot said nothing as the man rode away, but the woman
made the international gesture of ill will. Though it was a foolish
gesture, Talbot understood. He’d maliciously killed her animal
and maybe he’d done those other things she’d accused him of,
but over his 57 years, he’d seen no good come from inflaming a
situation. There were times you HAD to draw a line in the sand
and times when you needed to walk away. He was pretty sure he
knew which one this was, but he was in no hurry to find out now.
Snow was spitting down now, and they were still more than
an hour and a half from the cabin. There was going to be a hard
freeze tonight. Talbot turned to the woman, ”I hope you don’t
have any place you need to be.”
“Actually I do; I told Sheriff LaMarque I would meet him to
swear out a complaint and file criminal mischief charges. That’s
what I was in town to do when I got an emergency call from a
friend that a bunch of those men were out here, and shooting was
heard west of O’Dell’s place.” All the time she talked, she stroked
(Continued on page 10)
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the dead animal’s fur.
“Well, that and whatever else you’ve got to do can keep. I’ve
got a much bigger problem. I’ve got one of those guys that’s been
shot up and a pup at the cabin about an hour and a half from
here,” he said flatly.
The color drained from her face. ”Dear Lord, thank you,”
she said, looking up into the snowing sky.
“Well, you might want to hold off on your hallelujah for a
while and say your prayers. They are both in pretty bad shape,
especially the male. I started to shoot him a couple of times last
night, but I just couldn’t bring myself to do it.”
Her face was a mask of confused emotion. Talbot didn’t
know what else to say, so he remained silent. ”What color was
he?” she finally asked.
“Dark colored animal,” he said. ”And a pup not many days
old.”
“Let’s go!” she said impatiently.
Talbot glanced at the sky. With no trouble, they might just
make it before dark. He led off up the trail. They rode as hard as
they could, considering the conditions, so there was little time for
talk. Snow was falling heavier as they gained altitude. The heavy
clouds and thick timber blocked a lot of the light, making the trail
darker and harder to navigate. As they forged on higher and higher, the cold began to creep through his Carhartt jacket, and he
wondered how his new companion was holding out. One glance at
her high quality gear told him she was well-equipped for reasonably cold weather, but she was as lean as he was; he knew that a
slender body did not retain heat as well as thicker, heavier ones.
“How are you holding out?” he asked her during a short stop
to let the horses blow.
“I’m a little cold, but this gear’s holding up pretty well. I’ll be
fine.”
So they pressed on. Even the thick timber could not block
the heavier snow now, and the trail was getting a heavy cover. On
the steeper and rockier climbs, the horses were losing their footing
more frequently, their progress slowed even more because her
horse could not match Taco’s pace. When they finally topped the
crest of the rise above the cabin, the light was failing fast, and it
would be dark very soon; they would have to approach the cabin in
limited visibility.
Talbot motioned her to a halt before they broke out of the
timber. “Don’t get your hopes up. There’s no telling what you’ll
find.”
She started forward, but he caught her arm. “This place is
pretty secluded but not unknown, so keep your eyes open,” he
warned.
As she started forward,
Talbot slipped the safety off and
rotated the bolt of the rifle they’d
taken from the ATV driver to
verify there was a round chambered. Satisfied there was a live
round in the chamber, he engaged the safety and scanned the
area closely. Urging Taco ahead,
he motioned her to follow him.
They approached from the east,
so the front of the cabin was not
visible. They moved slowly, staying just inside the timberline until
they had an unimpeded view of

the front of the cabin. She pointed at something dark in front of
the cabin door. It wasn’t moving. He stopped her as she started
out of the cover of the timber. ”Just wait a few moments,” he
cautioned as he searched the area. “It looks clear,” he finally
said.
She finally spoke. “How bad is he?”
“You’ll know soon enough. Just keep your eyes open.” As
they rode forward, the dark lump in front of the door did not
move. Talbot held his breath.
She couldn’t stand the suspense any longer. “BC!” she
shouted.
The wolf’s head sprang up. “Thank God,” Talbot whispered to himself. He didn’t know if she could stand a second loss
in one day.
When she was close, she jumped off her horse and ran
forward. Talbot shouted, “Ma’am! Ma’am!” But she didn’t respond. “Ma’am!” he finally yelled. She stopped short and stood
staring questioningly back at him as he rode closer.
“Don’t run up on him. He’s bad messed up and hurting.
No telling what he will do.”
But she ignored him, rushing forward, sobbing as she knelt
beside the fallen hunter. The wolf tried to get up at her approach
but yelped at the pain. She reached out to him, and he licked her
hands. Talbot could see she was horrified at what she saw. The
scene made a leathery, tough, old cowboy misty eyed. The next
thing that happened shocked him.
She stood up suddenly and turned to him. “I’m going to
need your help. We’ve got to get some medicine in him and
operate right away.”
“What?” was all Talbot could say.
“We’re going to operate on him.”
“WE don’t have anything to operate on him with. And
have no drugs to sedate him. And he’s not gonna make it much
longer anyway,” he tried to reason with her.
“I just about have a hospital in those saddlebags. Can you
bring them here, please?” she ignored his reasoning.
“Ma’am, are you—.”
“Please,” she interrupted, pleading with her eyes.
Talbot eased off his horse with a fluid motion gained from
decades of doing the same task until your body has found the
most efficient way to do it. He picked up the reins of her tired
gelding and pulled him around to get at the saddle bags. He noticed they were JJ Croft bags and instantly glanced to the saddle.
It was a shop-made saddle, but not a Croft. Unstrapping the bags,
he dragged them off the horse.
As Talbot approached the woman, he could see the
fear in the eyes of the wounded
wolf as it struggled to flee. She
turned to Talbot. “Just toss
them.”
He tossed them to her and
then turned away to gather the
horses.
“I’m going to get him
prepped, but I’ll need your help
in a little while,” she informed
him.
Talbot didn’t respond as
he thought her feeble attempt to
treat the wolf was futile anyway—
to say nothing of dangerous. He
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led the horses to the corral and tied them to a hitching post. Taking a good look at Taco, he had to laugh. With all the gear and
supplies tied on, he looked like he belonged to a band of gypsies.
Quickly and efficiently, he started unloading the horses and then
made the first of several trips into the cabin with gear and supplies. To prevent the injured animal from panicking each time he
carried a load of gear into the cabin, he went around the west end
to the back door.
When he opened the door, he immediately looked for the
pup. It had crawled to the front door, as near the adult just outside as it could get. He picked up the cold pup and it immediately
tried to suck his fingers. “Little guy, you are going to have to wait a
little while,” he said, stuffing the fuzzy little bundle inside his jacket to absorb his body heat.
Three quick trips later and Talbot had all the gear inside
and the now-stiff, dead wolf stowed under the tarp where BC had
spent last night. Thankfully, Talbot had brought extra oats and
alfalfa pellets, but they only had enough for one more feeding.
He started back inside to feed the pup when Addie called out
to him. Turning back to see what she needed, he found a fully
sedated and intubated wolf lying in the snow.
She looked up at him. “We’ve got to get him inside; his body
temp is already pretty low,” she said with some urgency. “And we
don’t have much time to get this done.”
They pulled the wolf back away from the cabin so they could
get the front door open; then they hoisted him up and carried him
inside.
“The only thing I’ve got to lay him on is my saddle pad, and
it’s not quite big enough,” Talbot offered.
“Just use mine, too,” she said, pushing the chairs back to
make room for the pads and the wolf. “Do you have anything
sterile?” she asked as they laid their patient
on the makeshift operating table.
He looked at her incredulously. “Just
some paper towels,” he replied.
“That will have to do. If you give them
to me, I’ll get things ready while you start
the fire and get some lights on. Please,” she
added.
Talbot chuckled. “While I’m taking
care of that, maybe you’ll want to see this.”
He pulled the now-warm pup out of his
heavy Carhartt jacket.
The worry and stress on her face just
melted away as she grabbed the pup and cuddled it to her. “In all
this drama, how could I forget about you?” she said, holding the
puppy close to her face.
Without appearing to be in a hurry, Talbot quickly and efficiently started the fire and lit the lanterns. After carefully placing
the pup beside the sedated wolf, Addie opened her medical bags
and laid out the things she would need. She had not been kidding;
she had the makings of a good MASH unit hospital in those bags.
“Do you have a saw? And a hoof rasp?” she added.
“There’s a bow saw to cut firewood,” he replied helpfully.
“Can you get it, please.”
He grabbed it off the wall where it hung on a peg near the
back door. “What do you need this for?”
“To cut his leg off,” she said flatly.
Talbot stood there stunned. “Come on,” she said, “let’s get
busy; we don’t have much time with this anesthesia,” she said
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sharply, snapping him out of his brain lock.
With Talbot’s help, she quickly removed the right back leg at
the knee. Talbot cut the leg bone off well above the joint in clean
un-shattered bone, and Addie dressed the bone end with the
hoof rasp. She expertly tied off the large arteries and veins and
cauterized the others, trying to keep the blood loss to a minimum. The big animal started to stir.
“Addie … we’ve got a problem, or we’re gonna have one
soon.”
“Give him 1 cc in his IV catheter,” she said without looking
up from her work. “It’s laying right there,” she pointed.
He complied. Then she said, “Now, let’s roll him over.”
With the big, black animal laying on his right side, she got to
work cleaning and stitching the gunshot wound on his left front
shoulder.
“The bullet got into the proximal end of the humorous a
little, but it didn’t tear up the joint. He’ll have a little limp,” then
she realized what she’d said.
Talbot laughed. ”With a missing back leg, how would you
know?” they both laughed. “I’m going to make the little squirt
some dinner,” he said as he stood and stretched.
“What do you have?”
“Something the feed store owner said that you wouldn’t
like,” he replied, lighting the butane stove to boil water. At least
the crew had brought water, he thought. ”Would you like some
coffee?” Talbot asked as he held up the puppy formula for her
review.
“Well, at least it won’t kill him,” she quipped.
Talbot paused, gathering his thoughts as he poured the water and readied the coffee pot. “Well,” he said finally. “Perhaps
you’d better tell me exactly what I’ve got...” he paused again,
“exactly what you’ve gotten me into?”
There was a long pause as she
watched the wolf begin to stir. Talbot
watched her in the lantern light as she
struggled to formulate an answer to his
question.
“You know, I don’t even know
your name. I guess introductions got a
little lost in all the drama,” she said, trying
to buy more time for her answer.
“Morris Talbot, but most folks just
call me Moe.”
“I’m Addie, Adeline McCormick,
and I don’t really know how to answer that. There has been a
long running feud ever since wolves were reintroduced. Unless
you’re not from around here or you’ve been living under a rock,
you’d know that.”
“You still haven’t told me how you, and now me, are involved in this,” he pressed.
“I was getting to that. I run a 501C3 wolf and wolfdog sanctuary only a few miles northeast of here called Blue Spruce Wild
Life Sanctuary and we’re licensed to own and breed pure
wolves.”
“I’m pretty familiar with this area and I’ve never seen that,”
he replied.
“There are no signs,” she explained. “We’re way up a private road, and we don’t advertise our presence for obvious reasons,” she said matter of fact. “The ranchers and hunting outfits
have stirred up a lot of local hunters by claiming the wolves are
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decimating the elk herds. They are telling everyone the number of
available elk tags will be way down; therefore, the number of out-of
-state hunters will be way down and profits will suffer.”
“I’ve heard all the same stories,” he began. “How much of it
is the truth? I’ve been counting these elk for years; I know for a
fact the wolf has had an impact,” he retorted. He also knew cattle
overgrazing in some areas was affecting the elk numbers, but he
was waiting to see if she knew or would say anything about it.
Before answering, she reflected for a few moments. “This is
all about money, power and politics—but mostly money.” The big
wolf at her knees stirred again. With one swift, practiced motion,
she pulled the intubation tube out of his throat and reached for
another hypodermic needle, injecting something into his IV catheter. The big animal raised his head, let out a grumbling growl and
then flopped down hard against the wooden plank floor; then he
did it again. He was coming to. She slid the horse blanket under
the animal’s head.
They both knew this was going to be a long night. Meanwhile, she pulled out an IV bag of saline solution and rigged it.
Talbot found a lantern hanger and adjusted it to hold the Lactated
Ringer’s solution that would rehydrate the animal.
“That pain med should kick in soon,” she said and then went
silent.
Talbot mixed the formula for the pup with the hot water, and
when finished, threw coffee grounds strait into the remaining water. He then poured enough cold water in with the hot mix to temper the steaming fluid. He stepped around the little counter and
picked up the pup from its place next to the adult. It did not take
much coaxing for the pup to take the bottle. The nipple was a little
big, but he certainly managed, sucking greedily.
“I’m guessing you work for one of the big operations, and if
you’re counting elk, they have a hunting operation. You might
even be one of the outfitters,” she said with just the slightest hint of
accusation creeping into her voice.
“You think I’d have done what I did if I were?” he asked
her.
“Actually I do,” she shrugged. “You may just be the chivalrous type, acting to protect a lady from the big, bad, man who was
harassing her.”
“Maybe you’re giving me more credit than I’m due,” he said.
“Maybe I am,” she said flatly. “So why didn’t you just shoot
the wolf when he showed up last night?” she said, switching the
subject.
“I’m still asking myself that question. But you still haven’t
told me what kind or how much trouble we’re in.”
She ignored the last part of his statement. “Deep down, I
think you really know why you didn’t shoot him. And if you were
or are counting the elk, like you say, you know that the elk herds
were way overpopulated; you can’t maintain a healthy herd with
that kind of population density,” she shot him a sharp glance. “In
addition, brucellosis is in the herds, and officials are saying the elk
are infecting both the cattle and the bison. Plus they were overgrazing some of their range to the point that it was actually affecting the
ecology of those areas—”
“A lot of that is environmentalist drivel,” he interrupted, turning off the fire under the coffee to let the grounds settle.
“Don’t you dare throw me in with them!” she shot back.
“They’re hurting the wolf and the land owners as much as they are
helping. But you know that not everything they are saying is false,”
her voice rose sharply. “Some of them—many who aren’t environmentalists—are the ones saying the elk are way overpopulated.”

He knew she was at least partly right. He also knew he’d
made a mistake when he had figured her for one of the environmentalist wackos. “Whoa there, Flicka. I’m not the bad guy here,
so ease up,” Talbot replied. “You know these farmers and ranchers and outfitters are just trying to make a living same as us,
right?” The moment he said that, he knew he’d made a tactical
error in this argument.
Fire snapped in her eyes, but her voice was calmly piercing.
“You know damn well that the elk aren’t the only things overgrazing the habitat.”
Well, he guessed that answered the question about the
cattle overgrazing.
He needed to steer this ‘discussion’ in a slightly different
direction, without completely losing focus or angering her to the
point she shut down. He still wanted to know what he’d gotten
himself into, so he agreed with her. “Yes, you’re right, but now is
not the time for us to argue about that,” he said, nodding and
letting his voice trail off. Before she could reply, he changed the
topic. “Over my career as a cowboy and an oil field hand, I’ve
crossed paths with many men—some good, some bad, some
mean to the core—but that man, the one who shot your wolf,” he
nodded toward the trail. “That man is very dangerous.”
She nodded, also glad to change the subject. “He showed
up here last fall. No idea where he came from or even who he
works for, but he’s been seen hanging around the Brenneman’s.
He put two men in the hospital over at Rankin’s Bar on New
Year’s Eve. One of the young guys that worked for Jean at the
feed store said the guy was just brutal. He said that guy took both
of them on at one time. They were tough ranch hands but no
match for that guy,” she reported.
“What would you have done if I hadn’t been there and
he’d come after you?” he asked her.
“Shot him,” she said simply.
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PART III
Things are getting serious now!
Talbot chuckled when she so baldly stated she’d have
shot the dangerous man on the ATV if he hadn’t shown up
when he did. Adjusting the pup in his jacket, he then
spoke about Brenneman: “Brenneman’s been accused of
everything and convicted of nothing.”
He poured their coffee carefully so the grounds would
stay in the pan. Setting the pan back on
the stove, he faced her. “How did …
damn!” he said looking down into his
jacket.
She laughed, “Did he pee on you?
Here,” she handed him some of the paper towels she’d laid out for the surgery.
After exchanging the puppy for the
paper towels, he took off his jacket and
began patting it dry. “How did all this
happen?” Talbot motioned toward the
two animals and then resumed the clean up.
“The wolf-rancher-outfitter-hunter problem has been
going on for some time,” she began. “We—the Blue
Spruce Wildlife Sanctuary, that is—are not an activist
group. We can’t really afford to be one because we do
work for the US government, some foreign governments,
and universities as well as domestic research groups. Our
agend—”
Talbot interrupted her, “You’ll have to tell me what
kind of work later; right now, I want to know how all this
started.” He glanced at her. “Are you cold?” he asked,
but didn’t wait for an answer as he started adding some
wood to the flickering fire.
“Yes, thanks,” she continued. “Don’t really know why
we got dragged into it as we’ve really tried to stay neutral. Jason Partee, one of Brenneman’s buddies, has some
property that backs up to ours—. Well let me back up.
I’ve gotten ahead of myself, and this is really complicated.”
“Before you go there, what do you take in your coffee?”
She laughed a small laugh and some of the edge was
gone out of her voice when she answered. “I usually take
sugar and hazelnut creamer.”
It was his turn to laugh. “I’ll just rush right down to
Starbucks and get that. I’ve got the sugar, but the closest
thing we’ve got for creamer is that puppy formula we
just fed him…” he chuckled and she answered in kind. He
stirred a little sugar into both cups and handed her one.
Closing her eyes, she took a sip. Opening her eyes,
she stared into the distance, somewhere far away from
this cabin and maybe a long time ago. Eventually she
came back to the present. “Thanks for the coffee. It’s
not bad.”
“Learned to make good coffee in self-defense cause a

lot of what passes for cowboy coffee is closer to rust remover than coffee.”
After a brief laugh, she spoke again: “Word was
somebody paid off the government wildlife guys to tamper with the official elk count.”
“Up or down?” Talbot asked.
“Don’t know for sure. There were so many accusations flying around that it was difficult to separate the
truth from the lies. Whatever the case,
some of them finally got busted. Someone
pointed the finger at us, saying we did it.
We didn’t, but most folks thought we did
it, and they gave us a bunch of trouble
over every facet of our business where
they had any control. They were and still
are making our life pretty miserable at
times.”
Talbot shook his head. “No doubt
it was done to hide the facts; that’s a
favorite tactic when powerful people are in trouble.”
Addie McCormick looked at him for a moment before
she responded. What she said and what she was thinking
were two completely different things Talbot figured.
“The count really doesn’t make any difference. If the
count is truly low, less tags are issued so outfitters and
hunters are upset, more complaints are made to authorities, the wolf gets blamed and is taken off the no-hunt
list, and more wolf tags are issued and big money is paid
for wolf hunts. If the count is high, more elk tags are issued, hunting money is good, and everybody says how
much better it is without the wolf. In the off season, the
elk become a nuisance and destroy hay crops, so ranchers
and farmers demand they be moved, shot, or dealt with
some other way. The count finally goes down and, once
again, the wolf gets blamed. And none of it has to be the
truth. All they have to do is stir up the environmentalist
or the ranchers, hunters, and outfitters. It all depends on
what they want to accomplish,” she caught her breath for
a moment and started again. “And I know this to be the
truth; we have pictures. Some elk were killed in multiple
controlled hunts. The carcasses were moved to remote
areas and later reported as predation by wolves. As you
can guess, with all the free food, there were more wolf
sightings. Go figure!”
Talbot shook his head again. “Ma’am, I heard about
that, but the story we got was a little different; some
ranchers got busted for shooting elk and claiming reimbursement under the predator clause.”
She cut him off. “Yes, well what you heard was just
that, a story,” she said sipping at her still steaming coffee. “A lot of people have been blamed for things they
didn’t do. I have no great love for the ranchers—we’ve
had trouble with them too—and I’ve heard that ranchers
have done it, but not this time.”
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“Is that what all of this is about? A vendetta over
somebody getting busted?” he asked, not knowing just
what to believe.
“Not exactly. That situation and this one are not—.”
Suddenly BC, the adult wolf, raised his head and howled.
Talbot jumped. Addie leaned forward and touched him,
but he was oblivious to her. He began to flop around as
she tried holding him still.
“Mr. Talbot, come help me hold him. I need to get a
little more pain medication in him. I think I guessed a little low on the dosage.”
Talbot put on his gloves and knelt down beside her.
“What do you want me to do?”
“Just hold his head.”
Talbot pressed the weak wolf’s head to the floor. BC
growled and grumbled, but was calmed under the influence, not strong enough to do much more than fuss.
“Even at the best of times, it’s never fun watching
them come out from under anesthesia. These guys especially because there’s such a fear issue with them,” she
explained.
They struggled with BC intermittently for fifteen or
twenty minutes until the pain medication knocked the
edge off, and with her calm reassurance, he finally settled down.
“Are you hungry?” he asked her.
“Not really, but I probably need to eat something
since I’ve been running on pure adrenaline all day,” she
replied.
“I’ve got some nice little steaks, or we can cook some
leg quarters. They were for him,” Talbot said pointing to
BC. “But, there’s plenty, and I don’t think he will mind.”
Addie McCormick smiled at his humor. Talbot watched
her, deciding she was not an unattractive woman. She
was tall, probably near 5’10” in her stocking feet. She
was lean and hard, almost too lean. She had a slightly
long, oval face with just enough jawline to give her a
tomboyish, outdoor look. And she had hazel eyes framed
by unruly copper hair.
Talbot glanced at the window. There was little light
left. He decided he’d better bring some firewood in before it got any darker. It was going to be wet from the
snow, but there was nothing he could do about that. He
wished he’d covered the wood before he’d left, but BC
was partially laying on the tarp, and getting him off of it
would have been a painful problem for both of them.
Then another thought crossed his mind. “Ms. McCormick, I know you’ve probably got folks worried sick about
you. A husband, boyfriend, co-workers, somebody?” he
questioned.
She laughed. “Not married, and no time for a boyfriend; besides, it’s a little tough around here finding one
that either (a) likes wolves and wolfdogs or (b) can deal
with my schedule. But I do have a co-worker that is probably about to call search and rescue.”
“It’s probably going to come to that. You’re cell

phone ain’t gonna work out here. We’ll have to take a
hike to the top of the ridge and hope for the best.”
She grinned. “Mine will.” She dragged her saddle bags
closer, fishing through the contents before pulling out
something that looked a lot like a cell phone.
“Looks suspiciously like a cell phone,” he grinned.
“Satellite phone actually,” she replied. “One of our
supporters came out here and got lost. Of course, his cell
phone didn’t work. He bought us this as soon as he got
back home,” she explained while donning her Carhartt
jacket and stepping outside to make the call. “Hello. Andrea.… Calm down; I’m ok. I’m OK,” she repeated from
right outside the door.
Talbot couldn’t make out any of the
words, but somebody on the other end of
that call was very excited and very loud.
“Andrea, I’m way up in the mountains
above and to the west of Partee’s place….
No, I’m in a line shack with
a cowboy I met on the trail.” It got very
quiet at the other end of the line for a
moment. “Andrea! Everything is OK…. No,
Jake’s dead…. The cowboy I’m with
helped me get him away from the guy
that shot him…. Yes, at the point of a gun…. Yes, he
did…. No, I haven’t had time to cry; I’ll do that later,”
Addie McCormick looked at Talbot and rolled her eyes.
“Listen, Andrea. I need to tell you something. I’m
here with BC…. No. No, he’s bad off. I had to take his
back leg off…. He came up to this cabin last night, and he
has one of Yoko’s pups with him…. No, Andrea, I don’t
have any idea. I’ll fill you in later; it costs too much to
chat on this thing.... Yes. In the morning when I know
more about his condition.... I’ll call you.... I don’t know;
I’ll call you tomorrow,” she said firmly and disconnected.
Addie stepped back into the cabin, gently closing the
door behind her. “She’s a little excitable.”
“I only heard half the conversation, and I’d say more
than a little excitable,” Talbot replied. Pulling on his
jacket and gloves, he told her, “Listen, I’ve got to move
some wood in and get started on something for dinner.”
“Let me help you while he’s resting; we’re likely to
have a rough night with him,” Addie responded.
“Yeah, I’m still tired from the last night I spent with
a wolf,” Talbot said.
She laughed, “Well, technically speaking, he’s not a
wolf; he’s a wolfdog.”
“Coulda’ fooled me. I can’t tell him from the real
thing,” Talbot replied.
“He’s about 93%. You really need to know what
you’re looking at to find the dog traits in him,” she explained.
“No kidding; why do you have wolfdogs? Why not just
wolves?”
“We’re a sanctuary and a refuge, as well as a re-
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search facility. While we get some funding for projects, it
doesn’t pay all the bills, so we depend a lot on donations,” she pulled on her gloves. “You ready?”
“How exactly did you get into this business?” he
asked her as they walked to the tarp.
“It was sort of a progression, I guess. I grew up near
here and worked as a vet tech while putting myself
through school” she explained, picking up a corner of the tarp and helping Talbot drag it over to the stack
of wood. “About my junior year of
college, a guy brought a high content
wolfdog into the clinic, and that was
it. I was in love. I started school
studying Ag Management, but much
to my step-father’s chagrin, I
changed my major to Wildlife Biology. I finished school and ended up on
a project with the Montana Fish and
Game Department. That was about the time they started
the Yellowstone project—the wolf reintroduction. By then
I had a couple of high content wolfdogs, and one of the
senior biologists was impressed with what I had done with
my two animals. He asked if I was interested in taking on
a university project, and the rest is history. It’s sort of a
long story how I ended up back here after my mother
passed, but it was all going pretty well until about three
years ago.”
After making two trips with armloads of wood, they
covered the firewood and anchored the tarp against the
wind.
Shrugging out of their coats, he said, “Ok, so back to
dinner. Like I said, we have chicken leg quarters or flank
steak. We’ve also got ranch-style beans and some carrots
and celery for vegetables.”
“I had chicken twice yesterday,” she said flatly.
“Steak it is, then,” he responded, heading toward the
stove.
They both set about making dinner as the big animal
rested and hopefully recovered. “Has he ever been inside
before?” Talbot asked.
“Quite a bit, in fact. He’s one of our ambassador animals. He travels to seminars and fundraisers. But we’ll
need to watch him; being hurt this bad and coming out
from under anesthesia, I’m not sure how he will react,”
she explained. “I told you my life story; now it’s your
turn. Something tells me you’re more than just a brush
popper.”
He laughed at that. Most civilized folks wouldn’t even
know what that meant. “I grew up in a small west Texas
town—Stamford—until I was 12. My dad was the shop
manager for a drilling operation there, and he traveled a
lot. When the company was taken over by the two sons,
they quickly went broke and we ended up in Williston,
North Dakota, where my dad began working for a small
mom-and-pop service company. They didn’t have enough
work to keep him busy full time, so he worked part time
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for a cow-calf operation. By then, I was working some to
help keep the family afloat. I liked cowboying a lot better
than the roughnecking, but I almost ended up in some
serious trouble, so my dad had me on the road with a service crew one summer. I hated him for it, but it probably
straightened me out. Eventually, I got on with a major
service company and spent sometime working internationally, mostly in the Middle East
and Southeast Asia. I finally ended
up working rotation out of Alaska,
and on my rotations home, I cowboyed. After a bad divorce I didn’t have much, so I didn’t need
much. And I was tired of the rotation work anyway, so I started
doing this pretty much full time.
There you have it,” he concluded.
“Well, I was right,” was
all she said.
The steak was a little tough, but well-seasoned. They
were both very hungry, so it really didn’t make any difference. They ate, cleaned up the dishes, and fed the
pup again. Talbot gave his sleeping roll to Addie; he
wrapped up on a cot under his jacket and horse blanket,
which was cut to double as a poncho when he was camping in the open. They then tried to settle down for the
evening.
As predicted, BC had a tough night. Nobody got much
sleep. BC howled and whined, flopping around off and on
for most of the night. Talbot got up to feed the pup and
then crawled back onto the cot, stuffing the little guy
under his jacket to keep him quiet. Sometime around
4:00 A.M., BC had finally worn himself out and fell off to
sleep. They all finally fell into a good slumber that was
cut short around 6:30 when BC began fidgeting.
With the anesthesia wearing off, the big wolfdog was
very wary of Talbot, but at least he didn’t act like he
wanted to eat him. Addie had administered more pain
meds about daybreak, and they were finally taking effect. Talbot had put on water for coffee and peered outside to check on the horses. Just as he stepped away
from the window, a shot rang out, shattering the tranquil
morning. The bullet smashed through the window and
slammed into the pantry shelf, splattering ranch style
beans over the cabin walls and floor.
Talbot hit the floor. “Addie, stay down!” he shouted.
BC had jumped at the noise and was now whimpering
from the pain. Addie was beside him, trying to settle
him. About five seconds after the first shot, a second shot
came through the glass, slamming into the wall but missing the canned goods this time. Talbot crawled to the
scoped rifle they had taken from the ATV rider on the
trail. He flipped over the heavy, rough-hewn table and
pushed it toward the door.
“What are you doing?” Addie yelped, hunched protectively over BC.
“I’m going to see where they’re at.”
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“They’ll kill you,” she whispered again.
He explained, “If that’s what he (or they) wanted to
do, he would have done when I was at the windows. He is
just trying to scare us.”
“They’re sure as hell doing a good job of that,” she
muttered.
The third shot slammed into the wall near the others.
Talbot looked over to see Addie scrambling for her satellite phone. “What are you doing?”
Fumbling for the phone, she asserted, “I’m calling
the cops.”
He laughed. “Unless you’ve got a squad of Marines
just over the hill, help will be hours getting here.”
“Very funny. Then what do we do? What do they
want?”
“Wait,” he replied. “I reckon they wanted to get our
attention. They’ll let us know what they want.”
“Well, they sure got it. Why haven’t they said anything yet? You don’t seem too worried,” she accused.
“I’ll start worrying if they try shooting the horses.”
Her face lost all color, “Dear God, they wouldn’t do
that would they?”
“That’s what I would do.”
She went quiet.
For the first time, Talbot had the opportunity to really examine the rifle they had confiscated from the ATV
driver. The light in the cabin was dim, but he could tell it
was a very expensive rifle—a Sig SSG Tactical with a US
Optics Tactical scope. It was about seven thousand dollars’ worth of scope and rifle. It was too dim in the cabin
to see the caliber markings, but he guessed it was 7.62
NATO.
They lay there for several
minutes with Addie trying to
settle BC.
“Cowboy!” came the hail
through the cold morning air.
Talbot said nothing in
reply, just waited to see
what else was forthcoming. A few seconds later came
another hail. “Can you hear me?”
“Addie, stay low and pull the door open.”
“What?!” she whispered in disbelief.
Talbot looked at the holes in the window, and then
looked at the impact zone, calculating the trajectory of
the bullets. He had positioned himself prone on the floor,
well back from the door. With partial cover from the
overturned table, he brought the scope to his eye. Inside
the dark cabin among the overturned furniture, he would
be very hard to see.
“Open the door, and stay down,” he repeated.
She didn’t like it, but she did it. Instantly, he started
searching for the shooter. “I hear you,” he shouted back.
“Cowboy, stay out of this; it ain’t none of your business. You won't get another warning,” the shooter hollered.
The US Optics scope’s superior light-gathering capa-

bility helped him find the shooter in just a few seconds.
He was about 180 yards out, in a makeshift ground blind
in the edge of the timber; no doubt, he was thinking he
was well hid—and would have been without those optics.
Talbot shouted back to him. “I don’t want in your business.”
There was a long pause; then the shooter called out
again. “You’ve had your warning. You won’t get another.”
Addie, cover BC’s ears and cover the pup.”
“No! No! Please no!” she pleaded.
Talbot gritted his teeth and looked over at her. ”I’m
not going to shoot him—just give him a dose of his own
medicine.”
“Please no.”
His demeanor radiated his displeasure as he glanced
at her. He sighed heavily and looked back through the
scope. The shooter was gone. Talbot scanned the area,
but found no sign of him. He watched for a while longer
to make sure the shooter was gone and was not setting
them up for an ambush.
When he was satisfied, Talbot rose, staying out of the
light of the doorway, and closed the door. Thankfully,
the shots didn’t shatter the window; there were just
three small caliber holes, probably from a .223, a high
velocity round.
Talbot moved to the fireplace and stirred the fire.
With the door open, the cabin had lost a lot of its heat.
He tossed some of the damp wood onto the fire, which
began to sputter as the moisture boiled off.
Talbot was not happy, and Addie knew it. She wanted
to say something but didn’t know what. Before she could
form any words, Talbot
broke
the
silence.
“Addie McCormick, what
is all this about? People
don’t shoot up houses or
send out snipers with
$7,000 rifles over a few
wolves. I want to know what you’ve got me into because
I’m not too keen on getting shot at, and I’m especially
not too keen on getting shot at over something I have no
clue about.”
She was quiet for an uncomfortably long time, but
then she finally started to speak. “You don’t know the
resolve of these people,” she said defensively.
“Addie!” he countered sternly. “I live up here; I’ve
lived up here for some time. I know the heated debate
over wolves. I know people hate them just because they
are wolves, but there is something you’re not telling
me.”
She said nothing. He saw the glassy reflection of her
tears reflected in the light of the fireplace. He felt bad
for her turmoil, but her stubborn resolve paled against
the shot up cabin and the potential of what these people
were threatening.
(Continued on page 17)
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There was genuine anger in Morris Talbot’s expression. “You can shut down and refuse to talk to me, but
you’d better take this to heart.... Don’t let your foolish
pride over some personal squabble get in the way of good
common sense because I will not be someone else’s pawn
and I will not be shot at over some pissing contest.”
He remembered the water on the stove and checked
it. It was in a rolling boil and ready for the coffee. He was
surprised that the entire incident had lasted only four or
five minutes, though he shouldn’t have been. Tossing in
the coffee, he set out their coffee cups. He then looked
up at her. He would let it go for now—she had been
through a lot—but there was a limit to his patience.
She would not make eye contact with him.
“What are you going to do with him?” he asked.
When she finally looked at him, he nodded toward BC.
“It will be a few days before we can move him. I did a
pretty bad hack job on his leg, so I don’t know how much
time that’s going to add,” she replied, seeming glad to be
talking about something else. “When he’s able to move,
I’ll have someone bring an ATV up here and pick him up.”
“Well, we’re going to have to have some supplies.”
“What do you mean ‘WE’? I can have supplies brought
up, and I can handle BC and the pup by myself. If I can
stay here long enough so that he can travel, that is.”
There was a pleading edge in her voice.
“I certainly don’t mind that you stay,” he told her.
”But I’m sorry to say that you’re not rid of me so soon.
I’ve still got a job to do and several days of riding. I’ve
got a number of high meadows to check and more elk to
count, if there are any. And I need to see if there are any
cattle that made the winter up here,” he figured that
news did not please her after their previous exchange, but
her face was an unreadable mask.
“Don’t they do that by airplane and helicopter?”
“Yes ma’am, they do, but I’m up here anyway, and
they pay me a little bit to do it. It’s a lot cheaper than a
plane or chopper,” he shrugged. “Besides, this is what I
love to do, and I’m a long way from being a kid, so I’d
better enjoy this while I can ’cause I won't be able to do it
forever,” he said, turning off the heat below the water to
let the grounds settle.
For some reason that struck her as sad, and she
frowned at the thought. “Why do you do it? It can’t pay
much money. What about your retirement?”
Talbot thought that question a little too personal as
he turned to pour the coffee. He shook his head, ”I’ve got
a little put back,” he said defensively.
She jerked her hand to her mouth when she realized
what she had said. “Oh, I am so sorry; that is none of my
business. I should never have asked that.” She felt the
heat of a sudden flush crawl up her face.
Talbot finished pouring the coffee and took a cup to
her. BC tried to move away as he approached, but she
calmed him with a touch.
“I’m sorry,” she said again as she took the cup.
He didn’t respond to her apology, but rather asked
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her, “Do you want me to start some formula for the
pup?”
“Just put the water on; I’ll finish it,” she replied.
“We don’t have much for breakfast; I picked up
some granola bars and a few bananas in town. That and
coffee may be it...This cabin was supposed to have been
better stocked than this back before the snows,” he
said, disgustedly shaking his head.
“Not to worry; I’ll have some fresh supplies brought
up,” she added encouragingly.
“Can you tell them how to get here?” he asked,
stressing ‘here’ pointedly.
“I think so, but I’ll give them the coordinates off my
sat phone to be sure.”
“Oh,” was all he said. He knew he was a little behind in the electronic age. He handed her a granola bar
and a banana. “Are you sure you’re going to be alright
with him,” he nodded to BC.
She laughed. “Don’t get me wrong; I’m not brushing
off your concern, but he can’t exactly chase me down.”
“Yeah,” he said seriously. ”But he could certainly
bite the hell out of you. Injured animals are very dangerous, tame or not.”
“I’ve done this before; I know what I’m doing. Besides, I am going to keep him pretty sedated with pain
meds. I don’t want him moving around too much too
soon,” she explained.
He shrugged. Finishing breakfast, such as it was, he
poured them both another cup of coffee, started the
water for the pup’s formula, and then picked up his saddle on his way outside. When Taco was saddled, he
brought him to the cabin. Tying him to the hitching rail,
he went back into the cabin to gather his rifle, saddle
bags, and bridle, finishing off the last of his coffee.
He went out and finished rigging Taco. As he was
about to step into his saddle, he stopped and stuck his
head in the door. “I doubt they will come back, but if
they do, can you shoot that thing?” he nodded toward
the tactical rifle.
“Probably as well as you can,” she said confidently.
“Well, I hope you don’t have to,” he said, closing
the door and climbing into the saddle.
Talbot rode to where the shooter had hidden and
picked up his trail. He followed it almost half a mile to
where the guy had hidden his horse. The rider had
turned northwest along the ridge flanking the east side
of the valley. In a few minutes, he rode up on a camp
site. It was a very well-chosen spot with good cover
among the rocks and timber. He might not have been a
pro, but he was certainly no amateur outdoorsman.
Thankfully it was snowing lightly, so it made it fairly
easy to tell how far ahead the rider was. Talbot didn’t
want to ride into an ambush.
After about an hour, the trail turned east and down
the mountain. There was no point in following it; another hour and a half would dump you onto private land.
Partee land!
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Talbot spent the rest
of the day riding and
thinking. What was this all
about? The wolves, he decided, were just a rallying
cry to stir up both sides of
the environmentalist argument and to hide whatever
it was that was really going on. It would not be the
first time in man’s history
that the wrong culprit got
the blame.
Talbot’s ride covered
three parallel valleys separated by rocky ridges. They all
provided excellent summer grazing, and he checked
each one carefully. As expected, there were a few cattle tracks, and in the middle valley about a mile out, he
spotted a half dozen cows moving away from him at a
trot. These feral cattle were wilder than any elk or
deer. He also identified tracks from deer, rabbit, and
bobcat.
In the third and western-most valley, he encountered a small herd of elk, but they were just passing
through and in a big hurry. Finally, he crossed a single
set of wolf tracks. He had come into the valley about
midway along the western ridge, made a loop, and headed out the same way he had come. But the thing that
really troubled him was that he cut a fairly fresh set of
horse tracks. The rider had been southbound and had
cut the wolf tracks as well but did not follow them, so
he apparently wasn’t hunting wolf. Soon the tracks
turned sharply east. Though they were heading in the
general direction of the Partee’s land, Talbot did not
follow them for fear of running into an ambush.
Very troubling for Talbot was that he had been
working his way generally west. This rider had turned
east and, as alert as Talbot was, this guy could have
seen him unobserved or may have been watching him for
a while. Or worse, he may have been waiting for Talbot
to get clear enough of the cabin. In either case, Talbot
did not like it.
He rode on, heading southwest toward the end of
the valley. There, he picked up the trail that lead southeast around the escarpment separating valley number
three from valley number two. This trail was old and had
been followed by man and animal alike for centuries.
Paradise Found, his cabin with Addie and the wolves,
was further east-southeast at valley number one.
Passing the escarpment, he aimed Taco up the steep
trail that cut sharply through the thick timber. With the
thick clouds and dense pines, light was limited—
especially since the day was wearing into late afternoon.
The trail was well protected and there was not much
snow on the ground, but the rocks were very slick so
Talbot was watching closely. As good a mountain horse
as Taco was, falls can happen and a fall up here can be

debilitating or fatal.
Taco had his head
low, pulling hard up the
steep incline. Talbot heard
the tripwire snap as Taco
walked through it. The
tightly strung bough didn’t
come from the front; instead, it came from the
left. He heard it an instant
before he saw it, which
was an instant before it hit
him. Hard! He was carrying
his reins in his left hand,
so he jerked his left arm up to deflect the blow, Taco
slowed to the sharp tension of the reins. The stout pine
bough glanced off Talbot’s shoulder and struck him a
hammering blow to the side of the head. The blow
stunned him. But the trap was not finished; it was a double triggered affair. A second branch slapped Taco hard
along the flank. With Talbot off balance and stunned
from the blow to his head, he came out of the saddle,
landing hard on the rocks as Taco bolted in fear. His
right side slammed into the rocks.
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PART IV
No rest for the weary. Time to get a move on!
He lay there stunned after the fall. It took him several moments to get his bearings and to realize what had
happened. Dazed, he still didn't get up. Instead, he took
a slow inventory of what might be wrong. Discovering
there was nothing broken, he sat up slowly and thanked
God for no serious injuries. His head spun, and it took
several more moments for the world to right itself. When
things had stopped spinning sufficiently, he began to take
inventory of his personal things: his reading glasses,
knife, wallet, but no hat.
Slowly, he got up, still woozy from the blow to his
head. It took more time for him to get his feet solidly
under him. Once he did, he braced his hands on his
knees, waiting for the dizziness to subside as he slowly
perused the ground, looking for his hat. It was lying about
20 feet down the trail. Easing over to it, he retrieved it
and then turned to look up the trail for his horse. Taco
was nowhere to be seen.
Talbot turned and studied the booby trap he’d ridden
into—and quickly discovered why Taco had bolted. Not
only had he received a blow to the head from a branch,
but Taco had been swatted on the flank with another
bough. It was a double-triggered trap, aimed at both
horse and rider.
About 400 yards up the incline, Talbot knew the trail
crested a rise and then opened up. There would be more
snow there and a little better light, so he might be able
to figure out which way Taco had gone. He started trudging up the trail and quickly discovered that his hip and
ribs were very sore, the ribs possibly broken. He also felt
something wet on his face. Wiping at it, he drew his
gloved hand back to see that is was smeared with blood.
If he couldn’t find that horse, it was going to be a
long, cold night. The trail jogged this way and that
through the rocks and timber as it ascended the hillside.
Those 400 yards seemed like four miles by the time he
topped the rise. When he reached the summit, the trail
before him opened up to a clearing about an acre in size.
Fifty yards to his left stood Taco, foraging on some new
growth struggling to break through the patches of snow.
Hobbling to his horse, he found a large scrape on Taco’s
hip and flank where the stiff sapling had gouged and
scraped him. Talbot was thankful for a good, seasoned
trail horse. Had he been on a young horse, he was sure he
would be camping out tonight.
He let Taco graze for a little while as he rechecked
all his rigging and gave his horse a more thorough inspection. When he was satisfied Taco was sound, he dragged
himself aboard the bay gelding. It had started to snow
again. With daylight almost gone and several miles to
cover, he made a decision that did not appeal to him. He
needed to leave the main trail. It would be more dangerous, and it would take longer because the going would be
slow, but he decided these people were serious. If they
would set up a double-triggered trap affair on a rocky

incline that could so easily have taken a man’s life, then
they would have no reservations about doing it again. Any
of these trails were a risk, but he guessed they might expect an injured man to take the most direct route—if he
survived, that is. There was a little-known trail that
turned north out of this meadow and traversed the top of
the ridge. It was a difficult climb, especially in this failing light, but there was nothing to do but get to it, so he
did.
If these people were trying to send Talbot a message,
he’d certainly gotten it. Talbot didn’t believe in revenge,
though. In the end, it usually only escalated any problem.
But enough was enough. He wanted no part of the feud
that was apparently going on, but if they didn’t leave him
alone…. Right now, he just didn’t want to waste precious
energy fretting over it. Right now, he just wanted to get
back to the cabin, make sure Addie McCormick was OK,
and get cleaned up and warmed up. He also wanted a pot
of coffee.
He rode very carefully, picking his way through the
rocks and snow of the narrow trail. As the light failed, he
brought out his powerful Streamlight LED flashlight and
rode even more carefully.
It was several hours past dark when he rode Taco into
the clearing where the cabin was located. A feeble light
shined through the broken window. “Addie. Addie McCormick. Are you there?” he called.
“Talbot, is that you?” was the reply.
“Yeah, it’s me,” he replied, exhaustion in his voice.
“Where in the hell have you been? We’ve been worried sick,” she shot back.
“Yes dear. Sorry dear,” he said, emphasis on the
‘dear’.
She slammed the door open.
Talbot finished his unsaddling routine, put Taco in
the corral, gathered all his gear, and went into the cabin.
The big wolfdog was standing near Addie. It tried to dart
away, but stumbled, narrowly avoiding a fall. Talbot was
surprised to even see him up.
When he strode into the light, her face paled. “Oh
my,” she gasped and rushed toward him while the wolfdog made a beeline away from Talbot.
Addie McCormick swore. “What happened?” she demanded, gathering her medical supplies. She pointed and
spoke before he could reply. “Sit right there!”
He pulled off his jacket and hat, sitting down on the
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stool at the makeshift counter that held the stove. She
took the jacket and hat, hung them up, and then looked
his face over closely.
“I rode into a booby trap several miles northwest of
here. Whoever built it knew what they were doing and
knew I’d probably use that trail eventually…. I wasn’t
paying close enough attention.”
“Good grief!” she snapped, shaking her head. “Who
would expect something like that?”
“You said it yourself. I didn't understand these people’s resolve…. I should have listened.”
She poured some hot water from a bowl he didn't recognize and made a soapy solution. He flinched as she
cleaned away at the wound on his face. “Quit dodging,”
she scolded him. “This is difficult enough without trying
to hit a moving target.”
He tried to sit still, but the adrenaline had worn off
long ago and the scrubbing was sheer pain. “It feels like
you’re using sand paper to clean those wounds,” he complained.
“Anything I use is going to feel like sand paper. These
wounds are full of ground in dirt and who knows what
else. Besides, you don’t want an infection,” she chastised
him. She then reached for a coffee pot he hadn’t noticed.
“Where did those come from?” he motioned to the
bowl and coffee pot.
“I told you I was going to have some supplies brought
up. It’s not exactly like home, but we’ll manage for a few
days, now,” she reported.
Talbot looked around to see several ‘additional’
items and was taken aback, not really knowing what to
say. One thing that he was pretty sure of ... he was going
to say the wrong thing. “What do you mean by a few
days?” he finally asked.
“BC can’t travel for a few days,” she said flatly, fully
expecting that to be a perfectly adequate explanation.
“Besides, you’re not going to feel like going anywhere
soon, either.”
Talbot had another five days of riding planned, and it
really hadn’t been scheduled around a woman and two
wolves or wolfdogs or whatever the hell they were. “You
can’t stay up here by yourself, especially after what has
happened,” he argued.
“You’ll be here some of the time, won't you?” she
ended that sentence with just the hint of a plea in her
voice.
Talbot pursed his lips but didn't say anything. Apparently, he didn't have to; her mind was already made up,
and that did not make him happy. He didn't like anyone
to assume obligation on his part. She had not been forthcoming with what she had gotten him into. Helping someone in trouble wasn't the question here, but his involvement in something that apparently wasn't any of his business was.
“You’re a big girl and I’m not going to tell you what
to do, but you need to get these animals back to someplace where you can protect yourself and them. You may
be dealing with something that I am not capable of helping you with.”
“And you need to turn a little more to the light so I

can look at your scalp,” she replied.
Talbot reached to the counter with his left hand and
started to pull himself around. Pain shot across his right
side and into his back. He gasped and swore, grabbing at
his side.
“Pull up your shirt; I’d better look at that.”
It hurt fiercely, and he didn’t argue. “Let me stand
up,” he said, easing off the stool and pulling his khakicolored Dickie’s work shirt out of his jeans. He realized
he was stiffening up fast. When he started lifting his shirt
up with his left hand, he winced painfully again.
Addie reached over and eased up the shirt. She
caught her breath. “Ouch!” she exclaimed, looking over
the damage. “Just hold up your arm if you can,” she said
gently. “That’s pretty ugly! Something hit you really
hard,” she exclaimed. “Did you get stepped on?”
“It’s possible; my horse blew up pretty good when
that thing hit him…. To be honest, it dazed me pretty
good, too.”
“Are you having any trouble breathing? Shortness of
breath?” she asked him.
“I can’t take a good deep breath, if that’s what you
mean. It hurts too badly.”
Grabbing her stethoscope, she placed it on his back.
“Take as deep a breath as you can,” she instructed.
He drew a couple of painful breaths.
“I don’t hear anything that would indicate a punctured lung, but I’d bet you have a broken rib or two. I
won’t poke around on it.”
“Good thing,” he interrupted her. ”I haven’t ever hit
a woman, and I really don’t want to start now. Besides I
saw what you did to that poor wolf; I’m sure not going to
let you get near me with anything sharp,” he cracked.
Addie McCormick laughed—a genuine, sincere laugh—
and he sensed it.
“You took a really bad fall, and in the morning you
are not going to be able to crawl out of your bed roll.”
She pulled a couple of Ace bandages from her kit. “Let
me wrap this around your ribs. It will help to stabilize
them so you don’t do anymore damage to them while you
sleep.”
Though he didn’t want to admit it, he knew she was
right. He stood patiently as she wound the bandage tightly around his ribs. “Is there a chance that I could get a
cup of that coffee?” he asked longingly. “It looks like it’s
getting close to ready.”
She clipped the bandage in place. “Let me clean that
spot on your head first; sit back down,” she ordered. “I’ll
get you a cup soon as I’m done.” He slowly complied, and
she managed to get the wound cleaned and dressed despite his fussing. She busied herself cleaning up the first
aid mess and then poured him a cup of coffee—in a real
coffee mug, not a tin cup. ‘Leave it to a woman to think
of those things,’ he thought.
He graciously accepted the mug, sipping the fortifying black gold, glad to be off of his horse and more or less
in one piece. He knew, though, that he needed to feed
Taco and check his rifle and pistol before he got too stiff
to do so.
“Since you’re close would you hand me that jacket
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and my hat?”
“Where do you think you’re going?”
“I’ve got to feed those horses before I get too stove
up to do it,” he replied.
“You just drink that coffee. I’ve got the horse,” she
said, grabbing her coat and heading out the door.
He sipped a little more of the steaming coffee. It was
better than the stuff he made. But he couldn't sit and
enjoy it. Setting the mug down, he staggered the few
painful steps to his saddle. He pulled the rifle and pistol
from their holsters and retrieved a gun cloth from his
saddle bag. Moving back to his stool, he began to wipe
them down. With that finished, he settled back to work
on his coffee. ‘This thing is nowhere near over,’ he
thought to himself.
He had to get this woman and her wolves off this
mountain—and the sooner the better. He knew there was
no way she was leaving without those animals. He had to
admit to himself that he had some time and effort invested in them, as well, and he just wouldn’t go off and
leave them either. Talbot was worried. If these people
would go to this extreme just to ‘take care of’ someone
that stumbled into their feud (yours truly), then just
what were they capable of doing to someone who was
directly involved?
When he looked up, the big wolfdog was watching
him carefully. His yellow eyes, framed by his dark coat,
were an impressive, if daunting, sight. His steady gaze
was an unreadable mask. There was no detectable emotion in those amber eyes. It was easy to see why some
people feared them and others were inexorably drawn to
them. Talbot had heard all sorts of stories, myths, and
old wives’ tales about them. As his old uncle Coleman
used to be fond of saying, ‘it is really hard to pick the fly
specs out of the pepper’ where these guys are concerned.
One of the things that he’d always heard about wolves
was that if you ever encountered one was to ‘never look
them in the eye because it was a challenge’. In some circumstances, maybe that was true, but he also knew these
guys looked at each other all the time; they communicated through body language and there were visual cues, as
well. So that saying didn’t seem to have much truth to it.
He turned his own calm gaze on the big wolfdog and
spoke. “BC, how are we going to get out of this mess?” he
asked, sipping at his coffee. “You need to come up with
something fast,” Talbot smiled at his own predicament,
realizing he didn’t have any kind of plan.
BC was not impressed as he just laid his big head
down on his huge front feet and continued to watch Talbot with the same unwavering gaze. BC did get a little
nervous when Talbot got slowly up and started putting on
his hat and coat. Talbot casually but closely kept an eye
on the big boy as he prepared to go out and help Addie.
She had been gone longer than he thought she should.
Over the years, he had seen programs and documentaries about wolves and watched with a passing interest,
but being 10 feet away from and sharing your cabin with
one of the most feared predators, and unquestionably the
predator of greatest lore, was something altogether different. He pushed through the front door only to meet
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Addie coming in with his saddle pad and blanket.
“Where are you going?” she asked pointedly.
“To give you a hand,” he replied just as pointedly.
“I’m done,” she said, pointing back into the cabin. “If
you’ve just got to do something, you can feed the pup
while I’m making dinner,” she motioned him to turn
around and move back into the cabin. He complied as he
was feeling more than a little used.
Back inside, Talbot started preparing the pup’s bottle
while Addie began making dinner. When he reached for
the formula, she waved him to stop. “Here, use this.”
She handed him a can of formula and a properly sized
bottle for the pup.
As he was mixing the formula, he looked around for
the pup and found it nestled under BC. He frowned, and
Addie noticed his expression.
“Something wrong?” she asked.
“Not unless I have to go get that pup,” he said flatly.
“Just go get him,” she said with a smirk and a wave
of her hand.
“I’m not amused.”
Addie McCormick laughed, retrieving the pup. BC was
a little grumbly with her, but let her have the pup. The
pup definitely liked the new formula and new bottle better.
“You’re going to have to come up with a name for
your new pup,” Addie stated nonchalantly.
“You’re just getting funnier by the minute,” Talbot
groused. “I can barely manage myself, let alone take on
one of these guys. At the very least, he’d have to learn to
work cows, and something tells me he might be more interested in eating the profit.”
“Well,” she sighed resolutely. “If you’re going to
abandon the little guy so soon, at least you’re going to
have to give him a
name before throwing
him out in the cold,
cruel world.”
Talbot chuckled.
“I’ve got a horse
named
Taco. How
good do you think I’ll
be at coming up with
one of those cool,
mystic, wolf names?”
he complained.
“You don’t have to,” she said. “We’re not much in
favor of those ‘out there’ names, either. Most of our
guys—at least the ones that didn’t already come with one
of those names—have common dog names, like … well BC,
Max, Radar, Jake, Jack, Joe Don....”
“Joe Don!? You’ve gotta be joking!” he exclaimed
shaking his head. “That’s cruel and unusual punishment
even for a poor dog.”
“When you’ve got as many as we do, good names are
hard to come by,” she replied.
“Not that hard,” he chuckled. “Is there enough coffee in there for a second cup?”
“Sure is,” she said, reaching for the pot. “Pass your
cup over.”
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“You’ve got it smelling really good in here. Is there
anything I can help you with?”
“No, I’ve just about got it.”
“I don’t want to get too personal here,” he began.
“But how many wolves and wolfdogs have you lost so far?”
“Don’t know yet,” she said resolutely. “Six were missing, not including BC and Jake. Jake was the dead wolf
the guy had on the ATV. All the puppies out of that one
litter,” she said, nodding to the sleeping pup Talbot was
holding. “They are all dead except him. Two of the adults
killed were the parents of that one’s litter. Somehow BC
grabbed that pup and got away. Whoever cut the fences
threw the puppies in the pond. Four of the missing six
were pretty wild; they were captive raised in Canada, but
with little human contact; then they were shipped here.
They won’t likely come back, and since they were captive
-raised, they will not likely make it on their own. Wild
wolves will probably kill them if the bastards out there
don’t first. The other two were raised here and might
come back if they’re not shot first,” she paused. “Morris,
these people are pure meanness...” her voice cracked and
the lantern light reflected a watery shine in her eyes.
Talbot couldn’t really think of anything to say, so he
remained quiet. They ate their meal in silence, both lost
in their own thoughts.
Addie McCormick had been right. The next morning he
could barely move. When he tried to sit up, an ice pick of
sharp pain shot through his side. He gasped and swore at
the pain.
“Good morning,” Addie said pleasantly.
He pushed himself up on his elbows, trying to keep
the stress off his abdominal and side muscles. Slowly, he
swung his feet off the cot and sat up. Sunlight was
streaming through the back window. Rubbing his face in
his hands, he looked at the window again. “What time is
it and what the hell did you give me?”
“It’s just past ten,” she responded then added. “All I
gave you was a prescription-strength Ibuprofen. You were
just beat up pretty bad. I think you’re going to find that
you are more hurt than you thought.”
He shook his head in disbelief. “The last time I slept
past ten, you were still in diapers.”
“I doubt that,” she quipped.
Talbot tried to get up, and found that it was a struggle, but he needed to clean up and check the area to see
who had been around. He knew he needed to start moving
soon. The longer he waited, the worse it would be.
“Where are you going?” she asked him flatly.
“Like our Aussie friends are so fond of saying, “I’m
going on a walk-a-bout to see who’s been around.’”
“If you’re talking about the bad guys, BC already
found one; picked up his scent the minute he hobbled out
the door to pee about 8:30. I was afraid the bastard might
take a shot at him, so I wrestled him back in the cabin
and got that rifle,” she nodded at the SSG, “so I could see
where he was. He took off.”
Talbot laughed, trying to get himself dressed. “Well
did poor BC ever get to take a pee?” he grinned.
Once dressed, Talbot hobbled outside. Addie joined
him. “You’re getting around about like BC,” she laughed.

“Yeah, well I think I sorta know how he feels. At least
I wasn’t shot. Not yet, anyway,” he mumbled.
“Don’t you even talk like that,” she scolded.
Talbot was glad he was able to be up and moving
around, but he was not happy about their situation. He
did not feel up to a fight with her, but he was just about
fed up with being kept in the dark. It nagged at him because he couldn’t make an accurate assessment of the
situation: just how much danger they may or may not be
in and just how far these people might go.
He would soon find out. Wanting to verify that the
tactical rifle was properly sighted, he sat up a tin can
about 150 yards away against a rock backstop so that he
could see where the round hit in the event he missed the
can. He really hated to waste ammo as the magazine only
had eight rounds, but they may need the rifle later so he
had to know if it hit where it was aimed.
The first shot was just right of center with the elevation spot on. He expected that variation was the difference in the two shooters’ eyes and not the rifle. He made
a minor windage adjustment and put the rifle away after
a brief cleaning and wipe down. “Now, this is a rifle!” he
declared.
“You’re not going to check it after you adjusted the
scope?” Addie asked.
“No need. The adjustment on that scope is very precise.”
The next three days passed slowly. BC made more
progress than him, but he reckoned that BC was younger
than him even in wolf years. He had to laugh at that
thought. The pup was getting stronger and was now into
everything. The weather had been clear, and the temperatures had been above freezing during part of the day.
There had been some thawing, and that would make the
trail treacherous.
It was interesting to watch BC. Even three legged,
there was grace to his movements. And while he was still
very leery of Talbot, he was slowly getting less so. The
afternoon of the second day since Talbot’s ordeal, they
were sitting outside in the late day sun, enjoying coffee
and watching BC. Talbot was also watching the bank of
clouds in the northwest, just above the mountain tops. He
didn’t want to broach the subject he knew he should.
Sore or not, these were some of the more pleasant days
he had spent in a very long time. “We need to get out of
here, and the sooner the better. We’ve got bad weather
coming in, and bad guys watching us. Neither is good,” he
told her.
“BC needs one or two more days,” she replied. “And
they aren’t bothering us,” she contended.
“You mean, ‘they aren’t bothering us right this
second’. Have you forgotten the shots through the window? Or the thrashing I took?” A little annoyance had
crept into his voice.
“Morris, he needs one more day at the least,” she
pleaded.
He looked squarely into those earnest green eyes.
“You’ve got a lot of time invested in him,” he said, nodding at BC. “Shoot, I’ve got a little time put in myself,”
he conceded, “and I don’t want anything to happen to
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him, either. But more importantly, I don’t want anything
to happen to you or anything else happening to me.”
He could see a little defiance building behind those
green eyes. “Addie!” he admonished.
“Don’t ‘Addie’ me in that tone,” she shot back at him.
“You’re not my boss, or my family, and I don’t let them
tell me what to do. You’re not going to tell me what to do
either!”
“Whoa. I’m not telling you what to do, but I’ve been
shot at and laid up here for two days, helping you out—
and something tells me they are after you, not me.”
“They’re just trying to scare and threaten us. They
aren’t going to hurt me. They can’t afford to,” she said.
“But it’s OK if they hurt me … and shoot your wolves?”
She drew in a sharp breath at the realization of what
she’d said. “Oh no!” she exclaimed. “That’s not...” she
was interrupted by the ring of her satellite phone. It rang
a second time. She jumped up off the pine stump where
she’d been sitting. “Only a handful of people have that
number and they all know only to call it in an emergency,” she said, bolting into the cabin.
Talbot was not the eavesdropping sort of person, but
it was hard not to hear her. Her voice was terse and
strained. She actually said very little other than “No” and
“Oh no!” When she came back, her eyes were wide and
her face was pale. “You were right. We’ve got to get out
of here. They’re coming.”
“When?” was all he said.
“Now!” she almost shouted.
“How much time do we have?” he asked calmly
“Two, maybe three hours my friend said,” she replied
breathlessly.
“Well,” he said getting up, “let's get packed. Do you
think they know we’ve been warned?”
‘How can he remember to ask such questions,’ she
thought. “Not likely,” was her response.
“Did your friend say why they were coming after us?”
“Apparently that guy you took the gun from told them
that with help like you—whatever that meant—I would be
much harder to deal with, so they are going to try to keep
us bottled up here in the mountains or separate us,” she
explained. “He said they were going to do something; he
just didn’t know what.”
Talbot’s movements were measured and efficient as he
gathered just the things they would need most. After the
initial panic, Addie settled into a well-practiced rhythm,
as well. “I’m sure I don’t have to tell you, but carry just
what you have to have and bring your warmest things. It’s
going to be cold on the trail. Leave everything else here.
It may buy us a little time if they think we’re coming
back.”
She didn’t argue, but just worked.
“Also, Addie, be prepared to spend a night or so out if
they cut us off and turn us back into the mountains.”
Less than 20 minutes later, they had the horses saddled and packed. Addie stuffed the pup into a padded
bag, hanging it from the saddle horn of her buckskin.
“What about BC?” Talbot asked. “Will he follow us?”
She turned to him, tears streaming down her face. “I
hope so. If not, they will kill him for sure.”
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Talbot didn't say anything else. He strapped the SSG
Tactical rifle across his back and climbed stiffly aboard
Taco. Talbot turned Taco northwest toward the western
ridge of their valley.
“What are you doing?” she yelped as she settled into
her saddle. “We’ve got to get back to the trucks.”
“They will be there long before we will, and I can
guarantee they will have disabled them. If they catch us
down there, there is no place for us to go.”
“I can call and have help meet us there.”
“Is your help any match for them?”
“I can get the law there,” she argued.
“They will likely cut us off before we get there. Let
me tell you something about surviving. You only take
risks when you don’t have options. We have options.”
She didn’t answer.
“Addie! Going to the trucks is a trap. That’s what
they expect. You need to understand that if you want to
survive this.”
“How can you be so certain?” she snapped.
“The look on your face when you came out of the
cabin,” he replied.
She began to cry in earnest. “I think I’d better tell
you what this is all about,” she relented.
Talbot surprised her when he laughed. “Now isn’t
the time. Just save it for later. Right now, you need to
keep your eyes peeled for movement along the ridges or
for anything else that looks out of the ordinary: a glint of
light, a reflection, anything,” he said, looking back for
BC. He was not there. His heart sank, but he had to get
to the business at hand—saving who and what he could.
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PART V
Into the mountains
Talbot was watching the incoming clouds as the sun
sat behind the cloud bank. The light was failing fast.
Another 30 minutes and it would be dark in the timber.
He needed to get them over the hog back ridge without
leaving a trail, but in this mushy snow, a blind man
could follow them. Since there was no way to hide their
trail, it would be best to cross now. There would be at
least a little more light on the southwestern-facing
slope.
He turned Taco left. The slope turned upward and
rose gradually and smoothly before them. The timber
was not thick. In ten minutes, they were over the top of
the ridge. The timber there was no thicker, but the
western-facing flank of the ridge was much rockier.
There was a trail below them that followed the
flank of the ridge. They needed to find it soon before
they lost the light. Talbot didn’t want to be stumbling
around in the rocks at night or have to camp up here
with no cover.
As the temperature dropped below freezing, which
would be shortly, ice on these rocks would make travel
treacherous. They soon found the trail and turned
northward onto it.
Talbot picked up the pace. Addie kept looking back
to see if BC was following, but his dark coat reflected
no light and made him impossible to see even if he was
there.
Talbot heard the wind soughing through the trees
first; moments later, he felt the wind pick up. It was a
cold, quartering wind, and it gave him an idea that he
thought about for a few moments, weeding through the
pros and cons. He knew their only option was to run.
The bottom line was that they had to get back to Addie’s property—and help—before they were caught out
here. Talbot wondered what they would do if Partee’s
men actually caught them and then decided now was
not the time to think about it. This was already getting
crazy and he had no intention of shooting anyone over a
wolf or a dog or a horse unless Addie and he turned out
to be the targets. Gunplay was a very last resort as they
would be clearly outgunned.
Talbot turned to Addie. “I’ve got an idea; we’re
going to cut northwest and cross the valley floor. With
any luck, the snow will cover our tracks in a few hours.”
He urged Taco downhill, and Addie followed without
complaint.
It was completely dark by the time they had picked
their way out of the timber. This valley was wider and
deeper than the other two in this trio. It was rougher,
too, with pine and spruce clustered in the bowl. On this
cloudy moonless night, the crossing would be slower
than he would have liked. He just hoped they had
enough lead on their pursuers.

They picked up a game trail and let the horses move
at their own steady pace. They were barely halfway
across when rain mixed with sleet began to pelt them.
This was NOT what Talbot wanted! They could ill afford
to get soaking wet not knowing if they were going to
have to spend the night in the open. He knew this
would turn to snow; he just hoped it would be sooner
rather than later. They stopped under a stand of pines
and donned their slickers.
Addie kept looking for BC, but there was little hope
in spotting him. Visibility was dwindling, and with conditions as they were, this night was, as his father used
to say, “darker than a sack of black cats.”
By the time they had crossed the valley and started
up the northwest slope, the stinging rain and sleet mix
had changed to snow. If this snow kept up, there would
be no trace of their passing by morning.
They stopped around 9:00 PM to let the horses take
a breather.
“Where are we going?” Addie asked.
“We’re going to a place the old-time cowboys
called Pitchfork Inn.”
“An inn?” There was some relief in her voice.
He laughed. “Not the kind you’re thinking.”
As they remounted, she looked into the darkness for
something he was sure was not there—and he was very
sorry.
“How do you keep from getting lost?” Addie asked.
He shook his head. “I don’t know, I just sort of feel
my way around these old mountains,” he replied matter
-of-factly as he nudged Taco into motion with just a
bump of his knee on the horse’s side.
The trees and the mountains protected them from
the worst of the wind until they crossed through the
low saddle that was a natural game trail between valley
number one and valley number two.
The next two hours were a tough ride, but Talbot
was saddle hard, his horse a fine mountain horse, and
he derived a certain raw joy from beating the elements.
Although he knew Addie was miserable, she never once
complained.
The saddle spilled out onto a low ridge that jutted
back southwest, but instead of following the ridge, Talbot reined Taco straight north into the cleft formed by
the two intersecting ridges. For the first time in a long
time, Talbot got off his horse and actually looked for a
trail. Taking the powerful LED light out of his jacket
pocket, he surveyed the terrain. Turning, he told Addie
to stay close. He made several zigzagging passes on foot
before he found what he was looking for. He remounted
and started down the northwest facing flank of the
ridge.
The trail started to descend quickly and made several switchbacks before flattening out about a half hour
after they made their descent. They splashed across a
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rocky creek and made a hard right, turning sharply upward before flattening out above the creek.
Addie was looking down, so focused on making sure
she didn’t ride her horse off the narrow trail and crash
into the creek below, that she had ridden some distance
before she realized there was a rock wall to her left.
She also noticed there was no wind here. Suddenly Talbot halted and Addie almost ran her horse into his.
“What’s the matter?” she asked, her nerves on
edge.
“We’re here,” he replied without turning around.
He slid off his horse and led Taco forward through snowladen pine boughs.
She stiffly got down off her buckskin-colored horse
and hobbled forward in pursuit of Talbot’s bay gelding.
She knew she hadn’t been spending near enough time in
the saddle for this. Pushing through the pines, she suddenly realized Talbot’s light was reflecting off the stone
of a cave-like depression in the granite wall.
“Oh wow!” she exclaimed.
“Not exactly the Waldorf Astoria, but it will keep us
dry, and the best part is that the timber covers this
thing so well that we can have a fire.” He saw the quizzical expression on her face and answered the unspoken
question. “If this depression in the rock were open in
the front you could see the reflection of even a small
fire on the rock face for miles.”
For as long as Talbot had been coming here, there
had always been dry firewood stacked against the back
wall and now was no exception. In just a few minutes
he had a small fire going and coffee brewing.
They set to the job of unpacking and unsaddling
their horses. He frequently caught her looking into the
snowy darkness. He wished he could think of something
to say, but he couldn’t.
She tethered the puppy on a makeshift leash back
under the ledge with their gear. Glancing at her watch,
she discovered it was just shy of midnight. The coffee
was a little past ready when they finished, but the way
they felt, they would have drunk the juice of boiled
pine bark as long as it was hot. Addie fished out some
granola bars to go with their coffee. Talbot didn’t really
care for granola bars. “A New York strip with a big ole
baked potato would have been out of the question I
guess?” he asked.
“I debated between the New York strip and the
power bars. I just had a taste for Power Bars,” she replied. They both laughed.
She poked at the fire with a pine stave, preoccupied
with her own thoughts. Talbot was pretty sure what
those were. Then she looked up at Talbot. “What is the
plan for tomorrow?”
He looked at her honestly. “Don’t have one; I
thought I’d just wing it.” He had a plan, but he couldn’t
and wouldn’t share it with her.
“I guess I deserved that; I’ve sort of kept you in the
dark.”
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“You could say that,” he agreed.
“This whole thing started over land....”
“If you grew up here, then you know trouble either
starts over land, the environment, or an old grudge. But
when you boil it all down, it’s either about money or
hate,” he added.
“Well, you’re right on both counts; it’s money and
bad blood, but mostly money,” she started. “My.... The
sanctuary land sits right square in the way of Partee
and a toxic waste dump...”
“You mean those guys beat me up and shot at me
over a garbage dump—?” he interrupted incredulously.
“Not just any dump. It’s something beyond your
worst nightmare,” she said as straight-faced as an angry
judge. “And the government is involved.”
“I’ve had some pretty bad nightmares,” he replied.
“Why doesn’t the government just bury it on their own
land? They own a ton of it up here,” he replied.
“You might be surprised to hear this,” she started
again. “But I don’t have much love for the environmentalists because, like some of the hunters and ranchers,
a bunch of them are nuts. But in this case, they were on
the right side. The government’s plans were leaked.
Several of the environmentalist clubs got wind of it and
filed charges blocking their little plan—”
Talbot interrupted her again. “So, why do they
want your place?”
“Because their official report says it is very geographically stable. However, there is a disputing report
from a much older survey that they have successfully
buried. It’s very complicated,” she interjected.
Talbot shook his head. “I think this would make a
very good TV reality show,” he said as an aside. “So
then, why doesn’t Partee just sell them a chunk of his
property? It joins yours and should be stable as well.”
“Like I said, it’s complicated. What I’ve found out
through my source is that there’s already an existing
approval that involves a large parcel of my property
that joins Partee’s. If the government or anybody else
for that matter changes anything, they will have to recertify any new location which will garner more public
scrutiny and will cost millions and millions of dollars,
plus all the lawsuits and delays. Yada, yada, yada.”
“So,” he said thoughtfully, “what is it they are trying to bury?” he asked her pointedly.
“Even my sources can’t find the details of that. But
it’s supposed to be either nuclear or biological—maybe
human body parts or something like that,” she shuddered.
“You’re letting your imagination run away with
you,” he chuckled. “Are you ready for another cup and
a second course of granola bars?”
“I probably don’t need that much caffeine this
late,” she responded. “Plus I need to feed the pup that
you haven’t named yet.”
“I can’t believe you just said that,” he said getting
(Continued on page 26)
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up and heading to the stack of dry wood. Tossing on a
few chunks of dry pine, he reached for the pot sitting
on the rocks circling the glowing embers. He caught the
shining reflection of something in the timber. He froze
and watched.
“BC!” he shouted.
Much to Talbot’s shock and surprise, a big, dark
shadow hobbled out of the darkness. He was covered in
snow and had a haggard look about him. Though they
had not traveled a significant distance, it sure seemed
that way because the difficult conditions had dictated
such a cautious pace and made it seem much farther
than it really was. Nevertheless Talbot was stunned
that BC had made it this far. He had expected him to
curl up somewhere when he discovered he couldn’t
keep up and eventually be killed by Partee’s men, a
scavenging bear, or other roving wolves.
The very tired wolfdog was leery of Talbot but
made no real attempt to avoid him. Addie rushed past
Talbot as BC hobbled to meet her, showering the crying
woman in canine kisses.
In all his days, Talbot had never seen anything quite
like it: This half-wild predator openly displaying affection to a person. He’d heard of dogs traveling long distances to reunite with their families, but dogs were
bred for docility. This guy was mostly wolf, so what had
driven him, only four days from losing a leg, to travel
miles in almost unimaginable conditions to reunite with
a person. Was it because they had the puppy? Talbot
shook his head in wonderment.
She coaxed him under the ledge and started to examine him. The pup started whining and scampered out
on his makeshift leash to meet the adult. The big male
immediately began to examine the pup as Addie intently examined him. She went through her medical supply
bag and gathered the antibiotics and anti-inflammatory
medications and then went to work.
After the wolfdog first aid ministrations, she made a
bottle for the pup and fed BC some high quality canned
food she had stuffed in her bag just in case he followed.
Wolves can go long periods without food, but BC was
still weak from his surgery and needed the protein. He
literally wolfed it down.
Talbot fed the horses the alfalfa pellets and grain
mix that Addie’s friends had delivered, staked them for
the short night they would have, and cut fresh firewood
to replenish what they would use during the night. He
knew that he certainly would not feel like doing it in
the morning after spending the night on the cold
ground.
Morris Talbot wondered how many had camped here
and who first began using this spot for shelter. He mentioned it to Addie as he was situating his bed roll and
cleaning away any debris that would make for a lumpy
bed.
“Probably about 200 years after the people now
known as Native Americans were driven across the ice
bridge at the Bearing Strait that connected Siberia and

Alaska,” she said.
“You don’t buy into the theory that they migrated
north from South America?”
She shook her head negatively. “Not for a minute,
I’ve seen the stuff espoused by Thor Heyerdahl. It just
doesn’t fit. Besides, American Indians look too much
like the Yakut and others from the Siberian region.”
He laughed and she asked why. “Just seems like an
odd conversation for a cowboy and a wolf rancher on
the run over a dispute about a garbage dump. Add to
that that it’s midnight, we’re huddled in a granite
windbreak in a snowstorm—.”
Addie laughed. “How can that possibly seem strange
after what we’ve been through?” They both laughed.
“What I want to know is how does a range hand know
anything about that in the first place?”
He shrugged. “I watch the National Geographic
Channel,” he replied, grinning.
“Bull, you probably don’t even have a TV,” she shot
back at him, but he didn’t respond.
BC settled down against the wall with Addie and the
puppy. The big wolfdog was always watching Talbot,
but there was no anxiousness in his demeanor.
Her makeshift leash looked a little suspect, so Talbot withdrew a small bundle of rawhide straps and lacing he carried for saddle and bridle repairs; in a few
minutes, he had a workable harness for the puppy.
“Here, adjust this on him. It will be safer than that
thing around his neck,” he instructed. “Tie your leash
to this and then around your wrist. He can’t choke himself or pull out of it during the night.”
“Is there anything you can’t do?” she asked him
while putting the harness on the puppy and getting it
adjusted.
He laughed. “Oh there’s plenty I can’t do. I’m in my
element out here, but I’m not too domesticated. Tamed
might describe me better. Electronic devices just escape me, especially TV remotes, and computers. If I
could conquer those things, I would probably have a
better job.”
“No, you wouldn’t,” she said flatly, and she was
right.
He tended the fire one more time and then crawled
into his bedroll. It was a quiet night; he was up only
once tending the fire, falling asleep quickly and waking
again only at first light.
BC didn’t stir when Talbot got up but watched him
closely. Talbot added wood to the fire, put on some
coffee, and then went to gather the horses. Addie was
up and gathering her gear when Talbot returned with
the horses.
“Did you get any sleep?” he asked.
She smiled; some of the tension was gone from her
face. “I did, but I could have slept in. I had a great little heater,” she added, pointing to the furry little face
poking out of the bed roll.
“The snow has stopped, but the cover was heavy
enough that it should have covered any tracks we left.
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On the other hand, if somebody does cut our trail, it’ll
be a no-brainer to follow us.”
While that was true, he didn’t tell Addie that if
they’d picked up their tracks and tracked
them late, they would have, at the very
least, a good idea where they might be
headed even if they lost their trail.
Some feed for the horses, some coffee
and health food bars for them, some dog
food for BC, and a bottle for the little guy,
and they were mounting their horses when
Addie yelped. “He’s gone,” she was pointing
to the spot where BC had been laying.
“I didn’t see him leave,” Talbot replied
as he climbed aboard Taco.
Addie McCormick was fretful as she
mounted her buckskin gelding. She looked
all about to see where his tracks led, but they quickly
disappeared into the timber and down the rocky slope
toward the river. Talbot’s brow furrowed as he struggled with the logic that would cause BC to head down a
dangerous rocky slope. Animals in the wild do not do
things without reason, especially a wounded one, and
more especially a smart, wounded one.
Talbot pushed on. If his plan was going to work,
there would be no time to waste. And it would only be
a matter of time before Addie figured out where he was
going. The trail turned upward, and soon they were
making a steady, difficult climb that required their
careful attention. Talbot was thankful that Addie had
grown up on a horse as this would have been next to
impossible with an amateur. It was a short climb to the
crest of a narrow pass. The reality was, it was short in
distance but not in time. They had not gone very far at
all because of the heavy snow and the difficulty of the
ascent; it simply took valuable time.
The view from the top of the pass into the enormous valley below was postcard perfect. What lay before them was a vast, snow-covered meadow with a few
small stands of pines randomly scattered here and
there. Talbot drew his horse to a stop and Addie pulled
alongside him. There was a light northerly breeze blowing up the slope before them. At this altitude, the wind
had a real bite.
“Let’s give the horses a rest,” he said as he dismounted his horse. She followed his example, and they
loosened the girth straps and let the horses blow.
Addie took the pup out of his carrier and put him on
the ground. They amused themselves, watching the fuzz
-ball root around in the snow. It amazed Talbot how
much the pup had changed in just a few days, and he
said so.
“They have to develop quickly to survive that first
winter; as it is there is a 60% mortality rate the first
year on free ranging wolves.”
When the puppy began to whine from
the cold, wet snow, Addie picked him up and dried him
off, stuffing him back into his carry pouch. Tightening
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up their horse’s girths, Talbot noticed Addie anxiously
taking in her surroundings.
“What’s wrong?” he asked.
“I was just looking for BC.”
“Addie … he’s a wolf. You want to
think he would or wouldn’t do certain
things, but the reality is, he’s going to do
what seems the surest thing to stay alive.”
“I know; I just want him to make it so bad.”
“I know you do and so do I, but I’ve got to
get you off this mountain and to safety.
We’re not nearly there, and your horse is
struggling,” he said, mounting his solid bay
gelding.
She mounted and followed him reluctantly.
It was a rough ride off the mountain, and
the heavy snow slowed their descent more
than their ascent. They finally rode into a shallow,
wooded draw that emptied onto the meadow they
viewed from the pass they’d crossed two hours earlier.
They were now out of the worst of the wind. A low,
well-timbered hill jutted to the northeast and created
an effective windbreak from the worst of the piercing
north wind. It felt good to be out of the icy teeth of
that wind.
Taco whinnied and Talbot felt him tighten up an
instant before he heard the noise, but nothing he did
was fast enough. Talbot whirled the gelding to face the
fierce growling of the snarling animals.
“Wolves,” flashed through his mind an instant before they tore into Addie’s buckskin horse. But they
weren’t wolves. Talbot didn’t know how she stayed on
as her horse exploded in a blur of motion, bucking up a
storm of powdered snow.
The first animal tore into the horse’s right thigh;
the second came straight in for a strike on the same
leg. Addie’s horse fired a powerful kick that caught the
second attacker broadside just behind the front shoulder, sending the animal tumbling and dislodging the
first one.
Talbot was reaching for his Colt .45 as the animal
that had just been kicked came up snarling, looking for
its prey. The first thing it saw was Taco and it charged.
It was one of the fiercest looking dogs Talbot had ever
seen, and it hit Taco square in the chest before he
could fire off a shot. Blood flew as the massive dog tore
into the big gelding. Taco reared, striking out with his
hooves and knocking the dog away.
Talbot aimed and squeezed the Colt’s trigger. There
was a roar of sound; smoke and flame erupted as the
dog yelped. The dog was up instantly, running away. He
swung his pistol for a second shot when Addie’s scream
jerked his attention away from one problem to another.
The huge dog had come after her horse broadside, hitting the horse in the flank and narrowly missing her
right leg.
The squealing of the wounded horse, the screaming
(Continued on page 28)

PAGE 28

F L O RI D A LU PI NE NE WS

of the woman, and the snarling of the remaining dog had
all combined to draw the attention of the wounded dog,
who had halted its dash to freedom and safety. He had
circled around and was now charging back into the fray.
Even wounded that canine was a fearsome sight as it
charged the wounded horse and frightened rider. He hit
the horse at its upper right leg, tearing flesh with those
powerful jaws.
The attackers were too close to Addie to risk a shot,
but Taco was moving swiftly. This wasn’t his first rodeo
with vicious animals either. He charged close by Addie’s
horse in a brushing pass that knocked the focused dog
away from the horse. This quickly turned into a contest
of physics—a 1250-pound horse vs. a 150-pound canine.
Horse wins.
The dog scrambled to his feet, stunned after Taco
had simply stomped right over him, but it was still on
the attack. Talbot swung his Colt around and fired; the
snarling animal collapsed into a heap in the snow.
Talbot spun Taco around and charged the other dog.
These dogs were so singularly focused that they never
saw (or at least never paid any attention to) the second
horse. Addie’s horse spun away from the attacking dog,
managing to land a glancing kick that knocked the dog
free. Taco had a clear shot at it as he trampled the second attacker. It came up running and yelping as Taco
bore down on it again, but it managed to get into the
thick timber before Talbot could get a shot off.
Swinging his horse around, Talbot started back toward Addie McCormick. “Are you all right?” he asked,
appraising both horse and rider.
“He got my pants leg but missed me,” she replied,
visibly shaken. “But this little guy got a rough ride,” she
said, pulling the little pup put of his storage bag and
holding him close.
“I can’t believe you both managed to stay on that
horse!”
Starting to dismount, he spoke again. “Let’s look
these horses over and see how bad off they are.”
Suddenly, he heard the sound of a gunning motor.
Without hesitation, he swung his leg back over the saddle and charged into the timber, intently following the
sound.
Momentarily, he saw the profile of an ATV racing
along the rocky trail. The horse and rider’s narrower
profile allowed them to take short cuts and traverse rugged terrain that the wider, side-by-side four wheeler
with a large cage mounted in the bed could not.
The driver had to slow for a rocky left turn; horse
and rider cut straight across to intersect them. When
the driver looked around and saw Taco and Talbot coming fast and hard, he yelled something at his passenger
who scrambled for the rifle nestled in the rack between
them. Talbot did not hesitate; he fired, blowing out the
left rear tire.
“Stop!” he yelled, swinging the pistol toward the
passenger as he brought Taco to a halt. “Or the next one
won’t be through the tire!”

The driver complied, bouncing to a stop. “Don’t
shoot, mister!” the passenger, a scared kid, shouted.
“Don’t shoot; we’s just doin’ what we wuz told.”
The driver backhanded the kid hard across the
arm. “Shut up!” snapped the driver. The younger man,
maybe 19, yelped.
“I ain’t gettin’ shot for that Partee bastard; that’s
Bullard’s rifle he’s carry’n. He’s the one took Bullard’s
rifle. Bullard said that guy’d kill a man,” the kid spouted in rapid fire succession.
The driver, a skinny, hard man about 35 years old,
drew his hand back to strike the kid again. Talbot fired
the Colt, and the 250 grain .45 caliber slug slammed
into the engine compartment just ahead of the driver’s
left knee. The engine died instantly; the older man
jerked back, startled and scared.
“You crazy SOB!” he swore as the color left his
face. “It wasn’t our idea. We was just sent out to run
down any wolves we crossed. It was just luck that we
seen you coming off the mountain.”
With the drama passed, Talbot began to take in
things that were less important during the chase. It
was then that he noticed a dead wolf strapped to the
front rack. It looked like a yearling and it was badly
torn up. It made Talbot angry. The two men correctly
interpreted Talbot’s expression as his gaze swung back
their way, but they kept quiet for fear of inflaming an
already tense situation.
“So it was just luck you turned those dogs on us?”
Talbot scowled.
“Mister, I swear. We never seen them do anything
like that. They was probably still riled over the wolf
kill cause they’re around horses all the time.”
The younger passenger blurted, “They’ll shore tear
up a bad bull though, but we figured they’d just give
you a good scare.”
The big dog in the cage had been calm until Addie
rode up on her bleeding horse. Suddenly it growled
viciously and slammed into the side of the cage, trying
to get to the injured horse. Both horses jumped, but
the injured horse almost unseated her again. The driver slapped at the cage and yelled at the snarling dog.
It came at him and he recoiled away from the cage.
“Damn, Chuck, what’s the matter with him?” The
passenger was wide-eyed.
Chuck shook his head. “Mister, can you point that
somewhere else. I don’t want you gettin’ twitchy.”
“Tell your partner to hand that rifle, barrel first,
to the lady,” Talbot said calmly, ignoring his plea.
Addie rode her horse around to get the rifle, the
dog trying to tear through the cage to get to her horse.
She spotted the dead, mangled wolf. Talbot could see
what was coming. Addie snatched the rifle from the
young man’s grasp, spun it around, and pointed it at
the snarling dog.
“Addie! No!” Talbot shouted. “No!!” he yelled
louder.
Then she swung the rifle toward the driver. His
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eyes went wide. “No lady!” he shrieked, throwing up an
arm.
“You murdering bastard!” she yelled with blood curdling anger. There was a fierce anger in those eyes, the
kind when unreasoning malice takes over and people
react out of emotion, and the driver knew it.
“No! No!” he screamed waving his arms.
“Addie!” Talbot’s voice was strong and firm.
Finally she looked up at him. Those green eyes were
flashing, and he knew she wanted to hurt the two men.
“Addie, these two are just doing what they were
told. They just hired on with the wrong outfit,” Talbot
said firmly but calmly. “The people responsible for this
are sitting behind a desk giving the orders—and I think
you know who they are.”
“That’s right mister, and I’m gettin’ outta this business,” the younger one said. Then he added, “I’m goin’
back home.”
“You boys both sound like you’re from Texas.”
“That’s right mister,” the younger one beamed.
“I’m from Texas,” Talbot said. ”I expect more from
Texas cowboys.”
“Chuck, man, I’m missin’ the Brush Country and I
hate this cold!”
Chuck snorted. “We got to get back to HQ, and I
ain’t walkin’ back, not with them other dogs out.”
“We’ll send somebody for you,” Talbot replied. “Do
either of you know anything about horses?”
“Shore do, we’re brush poppers!” the youngster replied, eager to please.
“Good, you two can patch up her horse.”
Chuck scowled but said nothing. With their supplies
and Addie’s, the men dressed the wounds of both horses.
“We’ve been up on the mountain for several days.
Do you have a cell phone that works?”
Chuck jerked his head around to his younger partner. “That’s what I thought; hand them over,” Talbot
ordered. “And don’t get huffy with your partner; that’s
your fault.”
The younger man handed his cell phone to Addie but
Chuck stalled. “Chuck, this is not the time to get stupid,” Talbot’s voice never wavered and those frightening steel gray eyes never left Chuck.
Deciding that discretion was ‘the better part of getting back to HQ in one piece’, Chuck reached into his
Wall’s Blizzard Proofs for the phone and pitched it toward Talbot. Talbot sidestepped, never taking his eyes
off of Chuck.
“Both you boys stay where you are. Addie, look in
that storage box. There should be a couple of radios in
there; get them. I don’t want a welcoming party on our
way out of here.” Addie got them and stowed them in
her bags.
Talbot and Addie mounted their horses and reined
them around to go. “You’re not going to leave us out
here without that rifle?” the teen asked.
“I don’t want you to have a change of heart when
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we get out in the open,” Talbot replied, looking at
Chuck. He nudged Taco over the cell phone lying in the
path. It cracked and snapped as plastic and glass gave
way to hooves, breaking and shattering.
Addie shot a hard glance at Talbot but said nothing
as they rode away. Within 15 minutes they broke out
of the timber and into the snowy meadow. He turned
Taco northeast.
Addie spurred her injured horse up next to Taco.
“Where are you going?” she asked tersely.
Talbot pointed. “There’s a house about four miles
down this valley. We can get help there.”
“There’s nothing but trouble there!” she snapped.
“That’s Partee’s house!”
“Yeah,” he quipped, “if you can call that 25,000
square foot thing a house.” He was grinning at her.
“I know exactly how big that house is...” she
paused to correct herself. “Well, I know it’s a really
big house. And I know I don’t want anywhere near it.
He’s the bastard behind all this,” she shot at him.
“You’re going to have to trust me on this.”
“Trust you…” she sputtered. “You’re crazy. I’ve
been shot at, half froze, made Jeremiah Johnson look
like a girl, been attacked by vicious dogs, and you
want me to trust you?” With barely a pause she continued, “You can turn northwest, skirt this property, and
come into my place from the west. We can be there by
tomorrow afternoon.”
“Whoa up there, girl. I was leading a nice, quiet,
and peaceful life—that I liked by the way—until I met
you and your wolves,” he countered. “Besides, your
horse needs veterinary treatment. I know you can
patch him up. I saw what you did with that wolf. But
you can’t make him sound and no way would I want to
be on him if something happened. Taco also needs to
be looked at to make sure he’s sound. Plus, no one’s
going to be looking for us at Partee’s own place. I
know some folks there that we can trust. I’m going
there for a hot meal, maybe a bath, and definitely for
some help. You can go if you want.” He turned and
rode toward Partee’s.

Part VI
Into the lion’s den
Addie McCormick was not happy, but she followed.
An hour and a half later, they topped a low rise and
dropped into a shallow, bowl-shaped area with a partially man-made lake as its centerpiece. The house sat
across the lake on the end nearest them. It was a
sprawling rock home, stunning in its size. There was a
European flair with the red tile roof and stone-walled
courtyard. Adjacent to the house on the west end of
the lake was an impressive stone and log hunting
lodge. On their side of the lake, facing the house, was
an equally sprawling complex of barns, lots, a veterinarian center, and numerous outlying dwellings. Talbot
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shook his head in amazement at such an incredible operation.
He turned his horse and headed for the hunting
lodge. Addie followed but grumbled. The whole operation was pretty quiet. There were several men at the
tractor barn and several more near the vet barn; these
men were trying to drive two cows with calves out of
the lot, down the lane, and into the barn with little success. He waved at them and some waved back.
They rode to the back of the lodge. Talbot started
to dismount when the back door flew open. A pretty
Mexican girl in her late teens came tripping down the
steps with a beaming smile. “Como este, Señor Mo? ¿Qué
hace usted aquí?”
Talbot laughed. “What’s with
the Senior Moe thing?” He turned
to Addie shaking his head. “She’s
doing that because she knows my
Spanish sucks.” Turning back to
the girl, he pointed to the lodge,
“I’m looking for your mama.”
“Señor Mo, everybody’s looking for you,” the girl said, sizing
up Addie.
“Laura, this is Addie McCormick. Addie, this is Laura Lorenzo.” Then he asked the girl
about her mother again.
“Oh, she’s upstairs. I’ll get her. Come in,” she said,
running up the stairs and disappearing inside.
Talbot and Addie dismounted their horses and tied
them to the hitching post. Addie unfastened the wolf
pup’s pouch, fished his formula out of her saddle bag,
and then they wearily climbed the steps and went into
the anteroom off the kitchen.
Talbot turned to Addie, “We’ll get some—.”
“Moe Talbot!” an excited voice interrupted from the
kitchen. “Laura didn’t tell me it was you.”
They both turned to see a tall, willowy Mexican
woman, in nice-fitting cowboy jeans, cowboy boots, and
a baseball cap hurrying across the kitchen to meet
them. She embraced Talbot with a long, affectionate
hug and then gave him a quick peck on the lips. She
stood back and looked at him. “You never change. You
are a sight for sore eyes.” She briefly hugged him again.
“You certainly have. You’re lovelier than ever,” he
flirted and Addie felt a twinge of jealousy.
“I certainly never expected you to show up here.
Everybody west of Yellowstone is looking for you. What
on God’s earth have you done?”
He grinned sheepishly, “Well, I got—.”
Addie interrupted him, “He got involved with me.”
“I’m sorry,” he said quickly. “Vicki, this is Addie
McCormick; Addie, this is Vicki Lorenzo.” Vicki shot Talbot a glance that Addie did not miss.
The puppy began to fret and squirm around. “I hate
to trouble you, but I need to feed this little guy. Is that
OK in here?” she nodded at the room as she pulled the

pup out of his pouch.
“Oh dear. He’s so adorable. Just put him on the
floor; it’s stone and he can’t hurt anything.”
“Oh wow!” Laura shouted from behind Vicki. “It’s
a wolf puppy!”
“Dang girl, everybody doesn’t need to know, especially here,” Talbot said and then continued. “Listen, I
hate to bust up this party here, but we need some help
Vicki. We’ve got two torn up horses that need to be
looked at by a vet.”
“What did you do to your horses?” Vicki inquired, but it was more than an idle inquiry.
“We were attacked by two huge dogs down
on the west end below
the hog back pass
where Partee’s property meets the BLM
land,” he explained.
“They looked like a
cross between a Rottweiler and a St. Bernard but with a BAD
attitude.”
Vicki gritted her teeth.
“Dear God, I hate
those things. They’ve
killed a bunch of livestock around and put
several people in the hospital. He’s breeding them to
kill the wolves and has started selling them to hog
hunters in the southeast as catch dogs,” Vicki was
shaking her head. “I think they’ve done more damage
than the wolves have.”
“Vicki, we also need a hot meal and a bath.” Talbot nodded at Addie, “And she needs a ride home.”
“No problem on the first two; the last one is a big
problem. They’ve got this place on lockdown. They
check everybody going in or out. I could borrow a four
wheel drive and take you cross country as long as we
didn’t run into one of those roving patrols he’s got running around, but when we got to the river you’d be on
foot....”
“She’s right, Morris. That’s only passable by foot or
horse,” Addie interrupted.
“Let’s deal with what we can now. The rest …
when we can get to it.” Vicki instructed, “Morris, you
and Laura take the horses to the vet barn. Addie and I
will work on the other.” When they didn’t move quickly enough, Vicki barked, “Right now, you two!”
“If I didn’t know better, I’d think you’re trying to
get rid of us,” Talbot quipped as he and Laura turned
to go.
“I am! It makes me nervous as hell that you’re
here. There’s no telling what they might do. Now get!”
she shooed them out.
Laura and Talbot went outside and removed the
guns from the horses, stashing them in the lodge. They
then collected the horses and started to the barn. “It’s
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March; why are you not in school?” he asked pointedly.
“Money,” she said simply. “Ran out of scholarship
money and a job at the same time. Mom didn’t want me
to borrow and have a big debt coming out of school.”
“I understand that, but you need to be in school.
How much money is it going to take to get you finished
up?”
“If I can stay employed about $25K,” she replied.
He whistled, shaking his head. “Good grief, girl. In
my day that would have put half the class through
school.”
“Moe, it would not. And besides, it’s a lot more expensive to go to the university than the junior college
where I started,” she said emphatically.
“Well, it’s a lot more than I spent.”
“You didn’t go to college?” It was more of a question
than a statement.
“I did so.”
“What did you study, girls and horses?” she snickered.
“Horses maybe, never girls. How much time do you
have to go?”
“Three more semesters, and you lie about the girls,”
she punched him on the arm.
Pulling back the door, they led the wounded horses
into the barn and pulled the door closed behind them.
Two men were working on a heifer in a squeeze-chute.
One of the men pulled the lever that spread the swingaway sides holding the heifer and opened the gate in
front of her. The moment she realized she was free, she
tore out of the chute and into the holding stall with
three others. In another stall to the left of the two
working men were two more cows that needed to be
worked. When the men started after another heifer,
they noticed Laura and Talbot. The younger of the two
men especially noticed Laura. “Hey Laura. what brings
you down here?”
“Hey Jim! These horses need looking at. This buckskin is pretty messed up,” she informed the two men.
Both men turned to the horses. “Those damn dogs,”
the older man exclaimed to no one in particular. “Those
bastards are going to kill somebody and there’s going to
be a BIG lawsuit.”
“What are they?” Talbot asked.
The younger man turned to Talbot. “They are a Caucasus Mountain Dog crossed with a Bull Mastiff, and that
is not a match made in heaven. Yeah, this horse is going
to take a lot of sewing up,” he said, taking a cursory
look at Addie’s buckskin.
“Oh, Moe, this is Jim. He’s our vet. Your horses are
in good hands. And that OLD GUY is Ben. Knows more
about horses than anybody ‘cept you maybe,” Laura told
him.
Jim was fairly beaming when he stuck his hand out.
“Jim Hensend and this is Ben Sykes.”
“I’m Morris Talbot,” he said, shaking hands with
both men.
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They looked at each other then back at him. Ben
Sykes spoke first. “Your secret’s safe with us.”
Jim chuckled. “Yeah, what comes in this barn
stays in this barn.” Everyone laughed.
“Thanks. I know the buckskin’s out of commission,
but can you look at the Bay horse and let me know if
he’s ride-able?”
Laura’s phone rang and she answered it. Talbot,
Jim, and Ben continued to talk about the horses.
When she disconnected, she turned to Jim. “Jim, can
you keep them out of site? Mom’s worried about what
some of those guys might do if they found out who
they belong to,” Laura asked him sweetly.
“Don’t worry; there are so many horses and other
livestock in and out of here that they will be just two
more sick animals in here,” Ben replied.
“Jim, we’ve got to get back over to the lodge,
but I’ll talk to you later,” Laura said.
“Sure thing. I’ll let you guys know something
shortly,” Jim said, trying to be cool and professional
in front of Laura.
They bid each other a quick farewell, and Laura
and Talbot started back to the lodge. “That was Mom;
they want to know what you want to eat.”
He laughed, “After what I’ve had for the past couple of days, I’ll eat it if doesn’t get up and run off,”
he laughed.
“That’s just wrong.”
“So, when are you going back to school?”
”I thought we already talked about that,” she
said tersely.
”We did. You just didn’t tell me when you were
going back,” he said persistently.
“If you must know, in the fall of next year,” she
said flatly.
“Whoa girl. That’s a whole year; that’s too long
to be out. If you stay out that long, you’re likely not
to go back, Laura,” he scolded her. “Are you working
now?”
She said nothing.
“Are you?” he pressed for an answer.
“I’m doing some day labor jobs....”
“Girl, you can’t put yourself through school on
that horse and you can’t expect your mom to take up
the slack because you don’t want to work a full-time
job in town.” He hated to talk to her like that, but
somebody needed to.
She snapped back at him, “Let’s talk about your
personal life.”
“Let’s not. I’ve already wasted my life. I don’t
want to see you wasting yours,” he replied calmly.
“You’re hooked up with that McCormick woman,
aren’t you?” she blurted out.
“That’s none of your business, but no. She got in
serious trouble up on the mountain with Partee’s men
and needed some help. I’m just trying to get her back
home.” Talbot didn’t know why he felt like he owed
her an explanation and was a little annoyed with him-
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self for it. “It’s complicated,” he added.
“I’m sure it is!” she snorted. “At least you know how
to pick ’um.”
“Just exactly what does that mean?”
They climbed the steps onto the deck. Laura jerked
the door open and stormed into the anteroom and then
into the kitchen with Talbot close behind.
Vicki Lorenzo looked up at the entering pair and
their expressions. “What have you two been fighting
about?”
Simultaneously, he said “school,” and she said
“nothing.” Then she bolted out of the room.
“Looks like that went well,” Vicki said, handing Talbot a cup of hot coffee.
“Oh, thank you. I desperately needed that,” he said,
sipping at the steaming liquid.
Vicki turned to Addie. “Those two can’t get along
for more than five minutes at a time because they are
just alike.”
Talbot rolled his eyes, “Well, I thought she was going to help make us lunch, but doubt that’s going to
happen. I think she’s going to have to pout awhile.”
“Unfortunately,” Vicki said, “you don’t have time to
wait on her pouting. We need to get you fed and out of
here.”
“What’s going on?” Talbot asked.
She ignored his question. “What do you want to
eat?”
“How about breakfast?” he answered.
“Breakfast it is,” she replied and then turned to him
with a scowl. “Addie told me about the run-in you had
with the guy who owns that rifle. He’s a bad one.”
“Tell me about him.”
“His name is Bullard,” she started. “He’s supposed
to be ex-special forces. Somebody said he did some
merc work for the Serbs—ugly stuff was the talk around
here.”
“Heard from who, Vicki,” Talbot asked very pointedly.
“Just some idle talk around the stock yards and
honky-tonks that comes back with the cowboys,” she
replied defensively.
Vicki got busy, wanting to avoid any more of that
kind of talk.
“Vicki, these cowboys around here don’t know biscuits about Serbians and merc-work; and real genuine
mercs absolutely don’t spread that stuff around. Somebody intended for that to get out. It was another scare
tactic to frighten Addie and her employees—or anyone
who associates with her. That’s how people like Partee
work, Victoria.” He added, “Do you know who Addie is?”
“Yes,” Vicki said. “We’d never met, but her name
comes up often enough around here. To say the least,
she is not well liked by those that sit at these tables,
but she’s a scapegoat, Talbot,” she said, turning to face
him with her hands on her hips. “There are so many people who come in and out of here. Only first names are
used, and the staff is dismissed when they are here, in-

cluding me.”
The Southwestern omelet, hash browns, venison
sausage and hot coffee tasted better than filet mignon.
The phone rang and Laura came to get her mother;
then they both left the room. Three or four minutes
later, both of them returned to the kitchen. Laura
walked up next to Talbot and put her hand on his arm.
“I’m sorry,” she said, sitting down next to him.
“So am I,” he replied to the girl, patting her hand.
“Moe,” Vicki said seriously. “That was Jim in the
vet barn. Her horse needs some serious medical attention and yours is worse than they first thought. Gerardo will pull a good horse out of the string and I’ll put
Addie on mine. They will have your gear switched over
and bring them up in a few minutes.”
She leaned on the table with her face only a couple
of feet from his. “You’ve got to get her and get out of
here. That guy is liable to show up here at any time,
and he’s not the only one that I’m afraid of. I wish I
could take you, but the risk is too great for both of us.
They’ve circulated pictures of you and her to all these
bad boys Brenneman and Partee have hired. I didn’t
want to tell you this, but they’ve got bets on who puts
you in the hospital first.”
Just then, Addie came into the kitchen looking
clean and refreshed. “That shower and a fresh change
of clothes made me feel almost like a new person,”
she announced and then realized she had interrupted a
serious conversation.
Talbot laughed. “This is like the old west with a
bounty on my head.”
“This is the old west, and it’s no laughing matter,”
Vicki groused at him.
Morris Talbot sat thinking while he finished his coffee. “Looks like my shower is going to have to wait.
Vicki’s throwing us out,” he told Addie.
Vicki shot a glance at Addie, “See what I mean?”
They both looked at him in frustration.
“What?” he asked.
“Don’t ‘what’ me,” Victoria Lorenzo growled at
him. “You’re not taking this seriously.”
Talbot deliberated while finishing his coffee and
waiting on their horses; the women continued to chat.
Talbot retrieved the Steyer SSG-08 rifle and checked it
thoroughly. It was equipped with a 10-round box magazine but there were only six rounds in it. He wished he
had more ammo, but prayed he didn’t need any of it.
He also checked his .45-70 saddle rifle and Colt pistol.
Just in case.
Jim Hensend and a stoutly built Mexican of medium
height came through the door and into the kitchen.
“You guys are ready to go,” he announced.
“Moe, this is Gerardo,” Vicki introduced the two
men. They shook hands.
“Señor, these good horses. The gray mare, she no
need much spur, and you no have to stay on reins. The
lady’s horse, he good like a rock.” Talbot knew what
he meant.
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“Thank you, Gerardo. I need one more favor. There
are two guys stranded below the west pass into the
Three Fingers. Do you know where that is?”
He nodded, “Si, I do.”
“They are on a dead four wheeler with no phone, no
rifle, and no radio,” he told Gerardo.
“How’d they get like that?” Jim asked him.
Talbot grinned. “Their motor ran into a bullet. Oh
yeah. One of them is a big kid, real country. He called
his partner Chuck.”
Laura burst out laughing. “Chuck and Larry, now
that’s a pair.”
“Well, they’re the pair that turned the dogs on us,”
Talbot told them.
Gerardo was shaking his head. “Diablo perro.”
“The devil, indeed,” Addie said. “But at least
there’s one less of them now.”
“You guys need to get down the trail,” Vicki chided
them.
Addie picked up the pup while Talbot and Laura
gathered their gear. Gerardo shook his head again.
“Lobito es una problema.” Everyone laughed as they
exited the house.
Talbot swung the SSG rifle over his back and got acquainted with his new mount. She was a good-looking
mare, not a fine-boned filly but a solid pasture horse
with lots of campaigns under her saddle. Addie put the
pup into his pouch and mounted the chestnut gelding.
Talbot strapped his saddle bags onto his saddle and
strapped his pistol over the saddle horn; then he put
his .45-70 saddle rifle into its scabbard.
Jim, who had occupied his time keeping an eye on
Laura, finally spoke. “Expecting trouble?” he chuckled.
“Expect the best, prepare for the worst,” Talbot
grinned.
Laura came running down the steps and clamped her
arms around Talbot. “You better come back soon.”
“For you, I will do that.”
“You better,” she said, stepping back as her mom
stepped up and hugged him tightly.
“Please be careful. What route are you using to go
back?” Vicki asked.
Addie spoke up. ”We’re going by way of Coyote
Creek and then around the point off Copperhead,” Addie
told them.
Gerardo raised his eyebrows. “You know that way?
Not many know that way. Not safe if you not know it;
good if you do,” he said in his best English.
Talbot saw that Vicki’s eyes were misty. “All I want
to do is get her home safely and get out of this mess.”
Victoria Lorenzo’s expression did not change. “You
may get her home, but you may not be out of this afterward,” she warned.
He climbed aboard the gray mare and backed her
away without another word. Their coming and going was
barely noticed on this huge place. Their tracks would be
easy enough to follow should anyone point them out, but
Talbot was not really worried about that. Besides, there
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were plenty of other things to think about.
Why was Laura not in school? She was female, a
minority, and an honor student. There was too much
grant money out there for her to worry that much over
expenses. He wondered if Vicki knew more than she
was saying. Plus Vicki and Addie almost acted like they
knew each other. Talbot didn’t want to read too much
into it but the look Gerardo gave her when she mentioned Coyote Creek and Copperhead made him wonder about Addie’s past.
He finally drew a deep breath of the cold, crisp
air, hoping it would clear the clutter. The most important thing right now was to get her home, assess
the damage there, get his truck picked up, and get the
heck out of this mess.
“Did you call home when we went down to the vet
barn?” he asked her.
“Yes,” she replied.
“How is everything?”
“Not great. Somebody has either threatened or
scared off most of the volunteers. So they are not getting much done on the repairs to the fences and enclosures. A lot of the animals that were left at the facility
are now in tiny living quarters. Hygiene is a problem
and so is food.” She was beginning to tear up. “They
are playing hardball. Our lines of credit have been cut
off with some of the stores,” her voice broke, “and I’m
not there to get any cash.”
“Addie McCormick, you have gotten yourself tangled up with some sure enough bad folks. I don’t think
I can help you too much with the cash trouble, but I
just may be able to help a little with the fence building,” he laughed to lighten the mood. “I just happen to
know some of the best fence buildingest fools that ever strung a wire. And they just so happen to owe me a
favor or two.”
She was trying to compose herself, so he didn’t say
anything else; instead, he just watched the trail. This
was private land, and he had never set foot on it, so he
had to depend on Addie’s sense of direction and
knowledge of the trail. It was getting late in the afternoon, but the clouds were breaking up in the west and
that would help, especially when they got past the
point of Copperhead Plateau.
Addie’s gloomy mood seemed to get better the farther they got from Partee’s massive home base. After
two hours of hard riding, HQ was far behind them.
They were nearing a line of timber that marked the
edge of a rise that runs southeast to northwest. It
looked like countless other rises that made up these
foothills.
Still Talbot had not seen Copperhead, and he asked
Addie about it. She laughed a little. “Finally somewhere I know that you don’t.”
“I’m not exactly lost. You see, I do know what
state I’m in. But I still haven’t seen this Copperhead
thing you and Gerardo were talking about.”
“Copperhead is just a local name given to it. Dec-
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ades ago some Texas cowboy thought he saw a Copperhead up there and the name just stuck,” she chuckled.
“Most of the cowboys I know don’t like snakes much
since snakes and horses don’t mix, so I can just about
guarantee you that he wouldn’t have stopped long
enough to see what the heck it was.”
“Anyway, you can’t see it till we’ve crossed Coyote
Creek and climbed that ridge,” she pointed. “You see
that big rock outcropping that juts out of the timber
about half a mile up on the left?”
Talbot nodded.
“That’s where we turn north to pick up Coyote
Creek. It’s one of the few places on this side of the
ridge that’s safe to cross. You can’t see that particular
outcropping until you’re about where we’re at now,”
she explained with some excitement in her voice. “The
way you find them is to line up that round-topped peak
just east of that flat-topped plateau,” she said, pointing
past the rock outcropping,
“with the end of the escarpment behind the
ranch headquarters.” She
stood up in her stirrups
and turned to point back
toward the ranch headquarters.
She froze for an instant and then screamed.
Talbot whirled to follow
her horrified gaze. She
screamed again, “They’re
going to kill him!”
Coming out of the timber about two hundred
yards behind them and to
their right was a dark,
limping,
three-legged
wolf, struggling through
the snow, hopelessly fleeing his pursuers. Two of those
devil dogs had broken out of the timber behind him and
were closing fast. It was a terrifying sight to watch,
knowing what the outcome was going to be.
In one fluid motion, Talbot swung out of the saddle.
“Here, take the reins.” He tried passing them to Addie
but she was frozen at the horror unfolding before her he
eyes.
“Addie!” he snapped, and finally she responded,
grasping the reins he was thrusting toward her. Talbot
knew the image of the dead wolf, ripped apart and
strapped to the four-wheeler, was still fresh in Addie’s
mind, paralyzing her movements with fear.
Talbot unslung the rifle, flipped up the optic covers,
and breached a round into the chamber. Kneeling in the
snow, he wrapped the sling around his forearm and
pulled the rifle tightly into his shoulder in one smooth,
practiced motion, giving himself a stable shooting platform. Acquiring the target with the $3000
US Optics sniper scope took only moments, even in

the dim afternoon light.
The first speedy pursuer was almost on the
hapless wolf. Talbot felt the wind on his right cheek,
compensated with the mil dot, and squeezed the trigger. He felt no recoil as the precision rifle roared and
flame leaped from the flash-suppressed barrel. The
charging animal plowed into the snow in an explosion
of powder and did not get up. Efficiently, he worked
the bolt and drove another round into the chamber
without bringing the rifle off of his shoulder. But even
with all his speed and precision, he was not fast
enough as the second purposefully bred killer overhauled the injured wolf.
This fight would not last long. There was a blur of
snow and flailing bodies as 150 pounds of attacker tore
into the injured wolf. While no match for his attacker,
BC was more game than Talbot expected and came up
fighting, but he finally toppled under the unrelenting
fury of his attacker’s
greater mass; the vicious harbinger was on
top of him for the kill.
That was what Talbot
had been waiting for.
Addie screamed, but
Talbot was singularly
focused. He touched
the SSG’s trigger, and
the attacker collapsed
in a heap. After a long,
torturous
moment,
there was movement;
BC struggled his way
out from under the
dead weight of his pursuer and came hobbling toward them.
“Addie! Addie!” Talbot
halted her motion toward BC.
“What?” she finally responded. “He may be hurt
and this is not over. There may be riders or four wheelers near. If he doesn’t get out of the open, they will
shoot him for sure, or us.”
Talbot remounted and angled their horses toward
the timber in hopes that BC would follow them out of
the open field and to better cover.
With agonizing slowness, the debilitated wolfdog
followed them to the edge of the timber line. They
strained to hear any signs of pursuit. Finally, Talbot
realized that his worries were groundless.
In a few minutes, they made the rock outcropping
that Addie was pointing out before the drama. She
turned left into the heavier timber, and they started
the gradual climb toward to the top of the ridge and
then down to Coyote Creek, BC following more slowly.
Just as they reached the creek, they heard running
engines in the distance, but their drivers wisely chose
not to pursue them into the growing darkness, even
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though they’d be easy to track.
With the crippled wolfdog, they were making poor
time. It was almost completely dark when they rounded
Copperhead. They had been riding north-northeasterly
for probably an hour and a half, skirting Coyote Creek.
Talbot noticed the clouds were thinning and moonlight
was beginning to peek through. In the dim light, Talbot
could see a sharp ridge looming ahead. “How are we
going to get over that with this wolf?” he asked Addie.
“We’re not,” she replied. “We’re going around it,
but after we take a break. I’ve got to feed this pup and
check on BC. And rest my butt,” she emphasized that
last statement.
“I was wondering when you were going to call a halt.
I need some coffee,” he chuckled.
After a few minutes she turned to the east on some
obscure trail and flanked the side of the butte. “There’s
a shortcut over that thing, but it’s not safe in the dark,
and it would be really rough on BC.”
“Well, I just want to get off of Partee’s land. Shooting his animals on his land is going to escalate this thing
to the next level. You realize that, don’t you?” Talbot
stated baldly.
“We’ve been off Partee land since we crossed the
creek. And as far as escalating this thing, you haven’t
seen escalation!” There was real anger in her voice, so
he decided to let it alone.
About ten minutes farther down the trail was a
stand of timber backing up against what, in the darkness, resembled a huge pile of granite boulders. Addie
thought it looked a little like the place where they
camped last night and said so. “For some reason last
night seems like a long time ago,” she added.
“It was a long time ago,” Talbot stressed.
Addie reined her horse toward the rocks and dismounted. He followed suit, and they loosened the saddle rigging to let the horses blow. Talbot set about making a fire while Addie checked BC and gave him some
pain meds. Then she gathered supplies to feed the pup.
“BC’s got some lacerations on his side and neck,”
she volunteered. “But compared to everything else this
poor guy’s been through, it’s minor.” She arranged
stones at the edge of the fire and retrieved a pan to
warm water for the pup’s formula.
While waiting for the water to heat, she got a
package out of her saddle bag and handed it to Talbot.
“Here, feed this to BC,” she instructed.
“What! Do you actually think he’s going to let me
get close enough to feed him? And frankly I’m not sure
that I want to.”
“Just throw the first couple of pieces to him. He
should come get the rest.”
Talbot laughed. “That’s sorta what I’m afraid of.”
“You big sissy; just feed him,” she chided.
He unwrapped the package and found several slabs
of dried meat. Talbot was just about positive she had
gotten this from Vicki. He took one of the slabs and
turned to face BC, who was almost invisible lying up
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near the rocks about twenty feet away. He'd angled
the half pound slab of meat for BC to see, which really
wasn’t necessary since BC was intently watching him.
Talbot tossed the meat toward the animal. It landed
within a foot of where BC lay.
“Good throw,” Addie commented as BC leaned toward the meat to pick it up.
The wounded boy was hungry and barely chewed
the piece before swallowing it. Talbot tossed a second
piece with about the same result. “I now see where
the term ‘wolfed it down’ came from,” Talbot chuckled. He tossed another piece, but this one didn’t land
quite as close as the others. The hungry animal didn’t
have any trouble getting to it. Talbot was about to
throw another slab of venison when Addie interrupted
him.
“Hold the next one out and call him,” she suggested.
Incredulous, he looked at her across the fire and
found her grinning.
“Is this a test?” Talbot asked, not amused.
“No! But if you want him to get used to you….”
“Wait a minute, I grew up with things that would
either stick you, sting you, or bite you. I don’t need to
get to know any of them any better.”
Addie guffawed, BC flinched as did Talbot. Talbot
figured the puppy probably did, too. “Do you know
what some folks would give to spend time with a wolf
or wolfdog like this?” Addie continued.
“I don’t, but I know some crazy jackasses get in
cages and get themselves lowered down in the ocean
with sharks. And some jump off of bridges with rubber
bands tied to their feet. And I also know I don’t have
to do any of that to prove to myself that I’m still alive.
I can do that the old fashion way: by pinching myself,”
he explained bluntly.
Addie laughed again. “How can somebody that
lives like you do possibly have such an aversion to an
animal that lives in the wilderness with you—a wilderness, Mr. Talbot, that you are so in tune with?”
“I know all that I need to know about wolves. We
can peacefully co-exist so long as they stay on their
end of the church pew.”
“Morris Talbot, you are a strange one,” she shook
her head as she turned back to preparing the formula
for the pup. Then Talbot noticed she was looking past
him. “Well, I think he may not have heard your sermon
because he is NOT staying on his end of the pew.”
Talbot turned slowly. “Damnation,” he said softly.
“That stealthy sucker slipped right up on me,” he
shook his head.
BC had hobbled up to within six or seven feet of
him and was just standing there watching him. Carefully, Talbot unwrapped another piece of the meat and
tossed it at his feet. BC wolfed it down then looked
back to Talbot with those expressive, light eyes reflecting the small camp fire. He unwrapped and tossed
yet another piece of venison to the wounded yet un-
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complaining hunter. Then out of nowhere it struck him
that, like BC, his hunting days would one day, not far
down the trail, be over. It was a sad and sobering realization, yet the wolfdog and his ancestors did not complain or worry. No doubt, Talbot realized their spirit was
different than that of a man, but as certain as the sun
rose in the east and set in the west, the wolf went about
the job God had put him here to do and he did it without complaint, even while suffering at the hands of the
uncaring, the ruthless, and the evil. The wolf could not
change the path or the task he was set out to do, but
man could change his. He could be a better steward
over those things he could influence and a better influence over one another. The wolf and the other animals
that we share this earth with are not our enemy, but
many of us treat them that way.
He unwrapped the last piece of meat and tossed it
to the patiently waiting wolfdog. This one he easily
caught in mid-air. Talbot then wadded and tossed the
small pieces of wax paper the meat had been wrapped
in into the small campfire where it flared for several
moments as it burned.
He was slightly apprehensive since he was out of
meat; the three-legged diner sat still, awaiting more.
Talbot didn’t exactly know how to disengage from his
dinner guest, especially since the guest was clearly not
done. Not knowing what he should do, Talbot did what
an adult would do with a small child. He turned toward
BC and showed him his empty hands. “OK big boy, that’s
it,” he said calmly. “The cupboard is bare.”
The big wolfdog remained motionless, staring at
him for a few moments; then he turned and went back
to his place by the rocks. Talbot was taken aback by
what he’d just seen and turned to Addie. “Surely he didn’t understand what I just said,” he said.
”Yeah, I suspect that he did. As a pet or companion
animal,” she replied, “they often have selective deafness, or just plain ignore you. People often mistake that
for lack of intelligence or lack of trainability, neither of
which is the case. These guys are smarter than most dog
breeds but are less trainable. I did not say ‘untrainable’
— just more difficult to train. In some ways, they can be
like a cat; things tend to be on their own terms, and
they are not out to please you like a dog.
She continued. “It is complex, but that is part of the
domestication process. You have to appeal to that wolf
on a completely different level. There are some trainers, one specifically named Andrew Simpson, who have
done some amazing things, but it is based on a bond and
on trust—on building a relationship. Things like treat
training don’t typically work well with these guys. I’m
just learning about this stuff. Early on during my training
attempts, I tried that with absolutely no success. We
had a young male who spent a lot of time in quarantine
because of an injury; he was pretty fragile, so I thought
this guy would make a perfect candidate for socialization. He was pretty young, and he was lonely; he hadn’t
spent much time with other canines, so he wasn’t very

dog social. Things went well at first; then he began to
mature. I was trying to manipulate him into doing
some things for me with a fresh venison steak at a time
when I knew he was hungry. He just looked at me like
I’d lost my mind and walked away.”
Addie paused, reflecting. “He simply wasn’t food
motivated. That is when I learned that you have to
learn to speak their language—really understand their
posturing because that is how they speak. Learn what
to do when they disagree with something you might be
doing. And you have to understand their relationships
with others in their pack—where they fall within the
pack, their hierarchy.” She paused, realizing how long
she’d been talking. “I’m sorry to bore you with all
that,” she said, a little embarrassed She tried changing
the subject. “Are you about ready for coffee?”
Since they had been in the saddle for so long, they
stood around the camp fire, sipping their coffee and
letting some of the trail weariness drain away. They
snacked on some trail mix and buffalo jerky Vicki had
packed for them. They had both been silent for awhile,
each engaged in his and her own thoughts.
Occasionally, Talbot would glance toward BC and
always found him calmly watching them. Talbot found
some peace in having him there, as he was very sure
nothing and no one was going to slip up on them. When
Talbot finally moved away from the fire, BC got up and
approached the puppy, smelling and nuzzling it. The
tiny pup responded to the bigger animal with whines,
submissive crawling, and some tail wagging.
Finally, Talbot broke the silence, and it was something oddly impulsive for him. He cupped his hands,
tilted back his head, and commenced the most amazing man-made howl Addie had ever heard. On the second chord, BC tossed back his head and joined in, followed by Addie, and finally the puppy tried to squeak
out a howl. BC and the pup carried on an unusual chorus for several moments after Talbot and Addie had
stopped.
“Wow, I’m impressed,” she said.
He laughed. “I’ve had plenty of time to practice
out here.”
“BC certainly enjoyed that.”
“Either that, or it was so bad he was trying to
drown us out.”
“We accomplished at least two things,” she began.
“We let everybody and everything out there know
where we are,” she gestured to the landscape, “and
we may have warned off any potential visitors.”
Talbot smiled. “Over any distance, very few would
recognize that as anything other than an animal. By
the way, how far are we from your place?” he asked,
starting to gather their things.
“Once past the butte, we turn just a little west of
north, and we’re maybe three hours away—maybe a
little more; it depends on BC. Maybe we’ll get there by
3:00 AM,” she estimated.
“How did you learn the lay of this land so well?”
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“I figured you would get around to asking that question,” she replied. “Actually, I was raised near here.
This was my playground and my escape.”
Talbot figured this was a good time to stop asking
questions. They had rested for almost an hour, and he
was ready to get down the trail. He was tired, there was
no doubt of that, but he was also keyed-up with the anticipation of having this sortie finished—not without
some possible casualties, but finished. With that in
mind, he carefully put out the fire and re-cinched Taco
while Addie prepared her horse.
She finally stowed the pup away, mounted the
chestnut gelding, and led off. Talbot fell in behind her,
and as they rode off, he turned to see if BC had gotten
up to follow; without the light of the fire, it was impossible to see him since his coat reflected no light.
Past the butte, Addie turned north-northwest and
held a slow but steady pace. The land flattened out
some and opened up with less timber, so the ride was
not a hard one, just a monotonous one that seemed to
drone on and on.
Finally, they saw lights through the spotty stands of
timber; unexpectedly, they rode out onto a rock road.
Addie turned right onto the road, and fifteen minutes
later, they were greeted by growls and whines and the
sound of running feet. At the sound of her voice, the
noise turned into howls.
A light came on in the back of the house; then a
powerful row of lights that illuminated a large stone patio snapped on. Out rushed a skinny kid, maybe 25, followed by a dark-haired girl probably just out of her
teens. She ran past the guy and burst through the gate.
“I thought you’d never get here,” she said breathlessly, hurrying up to the horse.
“What time is it?” Addie asked, getting stiffly down
off her horse. Pulling the bag down off the saddle horn,
she handed it, with the pup safely tucked inside, to the
girl.
“Morris, this is Andrea, and that sleepy one there is
Paul.” It was easy to tell that she was on home territory
as she delegating duties. “Let’s unsaddle the horses
here and put the gear inside. Paul, when that’s done,
show Morris where the stomp lot is located. If there is
any grain, give them some and hay them well,” she gestured to the tired horses. Then she turned to Andrea.
“You need to get some good formula in him.”
Talbot unslung the SSG from his back, pulled the .45
-70 out of its scabbard, and handed them to Paul, but
his .45 Colt he stuck in his belt. “Can you take these inside? They are loaded.”
Paul took them without a word and trundled off to
the house as Talbot commenced the unsaddling ritual.
Paul returned at about the same leisurely speed he
had left. They left the gear with the girls to carry in.
Paul set off toward the barn, and Talbot took up the
reins of the two horses and followed the semi-comatose
Paul, hoping he knew where he was going.
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The barn was actually several minutes’ walk from
the house, and as they got away from the bright lights
of the patio, he could see the silhouette of the structure in the moonlight peeking through the clouds.
Paul finally turned toward a large corral and found
the gate. After fiddling with the latch for several moments, he finally managed to get the gate open.
Talbot led the horses into the lot and tied them to
the pipe fence. While Paul was getting the hay, he
walked the perimeter of the lot and, sure enough,
found an opened gate. Closing the gate, he headed
back to the other end of the lot where the horses
were tied, finding Paul standing between the horses
with no hay.
“There’s something in the barn,” he announced.
“Well, these horses need hay, so we’d better see
what it is,” Talbot replied, reaching for his flashlight
and drawing his .45 from his belt. Switching the light
on, he headed into the barn.
Sure enough, Paul was right. There was something
in there. He couldn’t see what it was, as it was hidden
from view by the randomly stacked hay. Talbot moved
forward with his light and pistol ready.
“See anything?” Paul called.
“Not yet; something is behind the hay.”
Suddenly, a big, dark head popped around the
corner of a stack of bales about 20 feet away. Talbot
was relieved in more ways than one. It was BC.
“BC, what are you doing, big boy?” he called to
the big wolfdog.
“BC?” Paul moved forward to see him.
”I’d be careful, even if you know him. He’s pretty
messed up,” Talbot told him.
BC hobbled from behind the bales but didn’t come
any closer. Paul moved around Talbot and called to
the injured wolfdog.
“BC, come here boy,” Paul made a munching
sound to him. The black animal hobbled forward a few
steps, and then stopped. “Come on boy,” Paul coaxed
gently.
“It’s probably me. He hasn’t warmed up to me
yet; our first meeting didn’t go so well,” Talbot explained.
“What did you do to him?” Paul’s tone was a little
accusing.
“Tried to save his life…. If you’ll take the light, I’ll
take some hay, and you can bring the grain when you
start to the house with him.”
BC dodged back behind the hay when Talbot went
in search of hay for the horses. Even in the light of his
flashlight, he could tell it was pretty decent alfalfa
hay for lying in the barn all winter. He broke a bail
and pulled off a couple of flats for the horses, heading
for the corral and leaving Paul with BC.
He heard Paul swear. “What have they done to
you?”
Closing and latching the corral gate, Talbot then
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turned the horses loose and threw the hay into the
feeders. They were munching the hay by the time it hit
the ground. Shortly after, Paul showed up with two
feed buckets and hung them over the fence. Talbot
turned to see BC about 20 feet away. Paul headed back
to BC, and they both started for the house. Talbot gave
them a head start and then followed. Every few steps,
BC would turn to see where Talbot was. Talbot didn’t
crowd them and allowed BC get into the house before
he continued.
From the house, there was an emotional rush of
voices, so Talbot waited for the emotional reunion to
subside before he tapped on the door. Andrea pushed
the door open. “Come on in,” she said with genuine
excitement in her voice. No sooner had he entered the
enclosed outdoor patio than Andrea threw her arms
around him in a bear hug. “Mr. Talbot, thank you for
bringing him back.”
Talbot was taken aback and really didn’t know
what to say.
“Addie told me what you did. You don’t know what

that means to us, what he means to this organization,
especially since what has happened.” Tears began to
flow, making Talbot decidedly uncomfortable. He never really figured out what to do or say around crying
women.
“He’s been through a lot, and he’s in pretty tough
shape. He’s going to need a lot of care,” he managed.
“He will get it. You can be sure,” she sniffled,
smiling with gratitude.

PART VII
Trouble escalates.
Addie McCormick came into the enclosed stone
patio from what appeared to be a kitchen. “I know
it’s a little late, almost 2:30 AM, but would you like
something to eat?”
Talbot shook his head. “Just a quick cup of coffee and a bed.”
“The coffee’s on.” She pointed toward the door
to his right. “Your gear is in there, and there’s a
decent bed there and a bathroom.”
Both women disappeared into the kitchen with
Addie returning shortly, holding a cup of coffee out
to Talbot. Murmuring their “good nights,” he excused himself and closed the door behind him.
Sipping his coffee, he wiped the rifles down with
a fresh coat of BreakFree and checked them over.
He also checked his Colt .45 pistol before laying it
on the nightstand. He stripped off his trail-dirty
clothes and made his way into the bathroom for a
good scrub.
He had a fresh change of long johns stored away
in his saddle bags, and he quickly donned them to
break the chill of the stone-lined room. After a few
more sips of coffee, he crawled into bed and was
asleep in minutes.
He awoke several times to noises from within
the house but went quickly back to sleep. He slept
the sleep of a man with a clear conscience and no
regrets. He slept that way until something wet
rubbed across his face. Opening his eyes, all he
could see was a big, gray muzzle. He pushed away,

startled at the sight, but was glad he was not given
to panic.
“Well, hello there,” he said calmly. As if that
was a queue, the leggy wolfdog jumped up on the
bed with him and commenced to give Talbot a
thorough face wash. He was trying to defend himself from the big animal’s large, wet tongue, but
his new bed partner seemed to have a larger wet
tongue than he had hands to defend himself. These
animals were big, but standing over you, they
looked positively towering.
“Nexxie!” He heard a chastening voice as Andrea rushed into the room to retrieve his molester.
“I am so sorry; she can open all these doors that
have lever handles. And as you can see she has
never met a stranger.” She tried grabbing the big
canine by the collar, but Nexxie was dancing
around on the bed, evading capture.
Talbot, between tramplings, finally managed to
sit up in bed and catch her by her flat nylon collar,
allowing Andrea to pull her off the bed. But that
took some doing as the canine was just about as
big as her intended handler. Sitting up, he got a
better look at her and could see a little more dog
in her than BC, but not much. Her beautiful, agouti
gray coat was a delight to touch. Andrea finally
managed to drag her out of his room and advised
him to lock the door.
Glancing at the window, Talbot could see the
earliest streaks of dawn, so it must have been
some time after 7:00 AM. Getting up, he headed to
the bathroom to freshen up and then pulled on his

F L O RI D A LU PI NE NE WS

jeans, shirt, and well-worn Olathe boots.
Opening the door slowly, he checked to see if
the coast was clear. BC was lying on a folded quilt
across the room. He raised his head but did nothing
more than that. Thankfully, Nixxie was nowhere in
sight, but the smell of fresh coffee reminded him to
retrieve his cup.
Drawn by the aroma of coffee, Talbot found his
way to the kitchen to find four young folks there:
Paul, Andrea, and another guy/girl couple in their
early 20s.
“Coffee about ready?” he asked as he took a
seat at the breakfast bar.
“Oh, Mr. Talbot, yes. Come in and sit down,”
Andrea said as she replaced his cup with a clean
one, pouring the coffee as she made introductions.
“Mr. Talbot, this is Mike and Lynell,” she waved to
the couple. “They are interns working out of the
University of Wyoming.”
They exchanged greetings, and then he asked
about Addie.
“Oh, she’s still in bed; she was pretty totaled,”
said a much more alert Paul. He laughed, and then
continued. “I apologize about last night. We had
been working some stupid hours, trying to repair all
the damaged fences. For the first time since this
mess happened, I had a date and had only been in
bed about an hour when you guys showed up. I think
I’d have been better off just staying
up.” He laughed again.
“Yeah, I feel pretty used up myself,” Talbot replied. “How much do you lack having your fences
back up?”
“We’re only about a third done. We’ve lost most
of our work crew. They’ve been scared off by Partee’s men”
“How do you mean ‘scared off’?” Talbot inquired.
“One of the things they were doing was blocking
the road at Addie’s turn-in, and threatening the volunteers. It got pretty ugly,” Paul explained.
“Didn’t somebody call the sheriff?”
“Somebody did and ended up in the hospital,”
Andrea bitterly replied.
Paul clarified, “One of the workers, a young guy
named Barton, got beat up really bad in town last
weekend. Put him in the hospital. They said there
would be more of that if anybody called the cops.
Obviously nobody wanted any of that.”
Talbot shook his head. “I don’t think I can help
you much with the authorities, but I’m pretty sure I
know some folks that can help us with the fence.”
He sipped his coffee. “Do you have a phone?”
“Mr. Talbot, we can’t pay them much, but we
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can feed them well and supply them with all the
beer they can drink.”
Talbot grinned. “Don’t say anything about beer.
The fences that got built wouldn’t hold a stumbling
drunk mule.” They all laughed.
Andrea handed him a cordless phone as she hurried out of the kitchen. “Do you have the fencing
supplies that you need?”
Paul nodded. “I think we’ve got just about everything except manpower.”
Talbot realized, with that offer, that he had truly taken sides. He’d not intended to, but wrong was
wrong. He dialed Pete Paxton’s number. Pete answered on the first ring.
“Hello Pete, this is Moe—”
“Damnation, Talbot, what in the hell have you
stirred up. I think everybody but the governor is
looking for you!” Paxton interrupted him, his voice
about an octave higher than normal.
“Well, you know me Pete. I try to keep a low
profile.”
“You’ve certainly blown the hell out of that.
Sheriff LaMarque called this morning about 6:00
looking for you. Benito called from town just before
you did, and there’s some big story about a gunfight. Do you know anything about that?”
All Talbot could do was laugh. “Wasn’t a gunfight really—neither one of them.”
“What do you mean ‘neither one’? Never mind.
Don’t tell me. Can’t leave you alone for more than
five minutes without you starting some international
crisis!” Paxton was laughing too.
“Well, Pete, the reason I called is to find out if
Juan, DeLeon, and the rest of that crew are still sitting around on their butts?”
“Yeah, pretty much,” Paxton replied.
“Why don’t you load them ... tell Nunzie you’re
going to build fence, and head this way?”
“I don’t have to tell General Nazi anything. He’s
gone to Pocatello for two or three days. Where exactly are you?” Paxton asked.
“Hang on. I didn’t exactly come through the
front gate last night, so I’m going to hand you off to
someone that can actually get you here,” he said
handing the phone to Paul. “He needs directions,”
Talbot explained.
Paul recited the directions to Paxton and then
passed the phone back to Talbot.
“By the way, you need to bring your own fencing
equipment, and there’s one other thing.”
Paxton laughed. “With you, Moe, it’s always one
other thing.”
“Some of Partee’s men have been threatening
the workers here. Beat a couple of them up in town
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bad enough to put them in the hospital. Won’t let
them in the gate out here. Scared most of them
off,” Talbot told him.
“Oh really!” There was THAT tone in his voice.
“We’ll be on the lookout then.”
“Alright, see you in a couple of hours,” he said,
and then disconnected. “I hope you guys are ready
to work.”
He felt something cold and wet on his elbow and
looked around to see Nexxie and Addie behind him.
“How long have you been there?”
“Long enough,” she replied.
“Anybody hungry?” Andrea asked.
“We’ve had one meal in the last three days,”
Addie told them, and then turned to Talbot. “I better tell you this now,” she said seriously.
“Tell me what?”
The other four got up on queue and started getting breakfast together, trying their best not to appear to be eavesdropping.
“After you went to bed, I called Sheriff LaMarque to fill him on what has happened. But, he’s
under tremendous pressure from Partee and Brenneman….”
“Exactly what kind of pressure?”
“I was getting to that. Partee has filed a complaint against you for killing his dogs and threatening his men with a gun,” she explained.
“Our old buddy Chuck, I guess?” he casually inquired.
Addie laughed. “Well, not exactly. Seems those
two have flown the coup. Evidently that little ‘come
-to-Jesus meeting’ you had with them convinced
them the grass might just be greener back in Texas.
When they were finally picked up and hauled back
to the bunkhouse, they gathered their gear, threw it
in their truck, told somebody they were going to
town, and just vanished. They’re probably somewhere around Denver about now,” she explained
between chuckles.
“The only other guy that I drew a gun on was
that Bullard fellow, and he didn’t strike me as the
sort of guy that would need to go tell the police anything.”
“No, it had to be someone else. The sheriff didn’t say, but we will know soon. He’s supposed to be
here about noon. We may have a proverbial ace up
our sleeve; we’ll know more later…. Oh, and I didn’t
tell him you were here in case you wanted to get
out of here before he shows up.”
“Thanks, but since Pete told me that LaMarque
was looking for me around 6:00 this morning, I sort
of figured you hadn’t told him. Besides, running
won’t fix this.”

“I suppose not,” she replied, and then continued
with her previous train of thought. “I can tell you
one thing just about for certain; this thing is about
to come to a head.”
“Not to change the subject, but how is BC?”
“They worked on him for a long time after we
went to bed. He’s had a very rough time, but if he
has no other setbacks, he will be just fine, more or
less. If he’d been anything except what he is, he
would have laid down and died out there,” she explained with some pride.
“You keep saying those kinds of things, like they
are better than regular dogs,” he said, frowning,
trying to understand her attachment to these predators.
“Better is a point of reference. Dogs have their
place; they were bred to do certain things and serve
us in certain ways. They isolated those traits from
the wolf. Dogs are a copy; these guys are the real
thing. And if you kill them all off like some want to
do, you have lost the original … and like making a
copy over and over, it finally loses quality.”
He looked at her quizzically. He’d never heard it
put quite like that. “No, they are not for everybody,” she clarified.
He had other questions but thought it best to let
them go for now. “How’s the pup?”
She smiled at his question. “He’s just fine. With
all the handling he's had and all the traveling he’s
done at such a young age, he’s probably going to do
very well.” She paused, reflecting, “I guess what I
would like to know is how BC got that far with that
pup? I’ve never heard of anything quite like that.”
“I thought you were the expert ‘cause I’m certainly not the one to ask,” Talbot replied. “Animals
do things that confuse the experts all the time. In
this case, we may never know.”
She shook her head and Talbot could tell she was
thinking hard about something. “Something tells me
we will,” she quipped.
“I never asked you, but are you a vet?”
“Oh no!” she laughed. “But as a vet tech I did
everything from sedation to stitching and tying off
bleeders. I’ve assisted in a lot of those amputations.
And in this case, we didn’t—or rather, he didn’t—
have a choice.”
Andrea and the young interns started serving
breakfast just as the phone rang. Paul answered it
then handed it to Addie. “Some lady,” he said.
Addie took the phone and disappeared, gone for
only a few moments. As she sat down to eat, it rang
again. This time she answered it herself and then
got up and left again. Once more, she was gone only
a few moments.
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Paul looked up with a question in his expression,
but the quick look that passed between them said
she did not want to discuss it.
They ate scrambled eggs, sausage, toast, and
drank more coffee. After their meal, they donned
their jackets and headed out to survey the day’s
work ahead.
As they walked, Paul gave Addie a brief update.
“In addition to the first batch we lost when those
bozos came back the second time and when you
were out on the trail, they cut the fences on the
north side. We lost about half of the Siberian research bunch. Surprisingly, two of them came back
yesterday. Of all the ones that might come back, I
didn’t think it would be them.”
“How many of the European group are gone?”
Addie asked, dreading the answer.
Paul shook his head. “About two thirds of them
and at least half of the rescue wolfdogs in the west
perimeter pens. All told, Addie, we’ve got about
40% gone. Sorry, I don’t have a good count, but a
good number of the animals are so traumatized,
they are holed up in their dens; a few others are
running everywhere like nowhere is safe. It was really hard to try to get a good headcount and work.
We just spent so much time trying to fix what those
jackasses tore up,” he said angrily.
Talbot could see her fighting back the tears. “I
saw one of the young Siberians torn to bits on a four
wheeler yesterday. Damn, I wanted to shoot that
bastard and that dog.”
“Dog?” Paul questioned.
Addie waved her hands in frustration and anger.
“They turned some huge, attack dogs on us. Messed
up that new buckskin pretty bad and his horse too. I
wanted to shoot them!” she repeated.
“Good thing you didn’t. If you did that, this
place would go under in days,” Paul warned her.
She shook her head in resignation. “I know,” she
relented. “But I’m just sick to death of all this ugliness. We have done nothing to them,” she sniffled.
When they arrived at the pens, some of the animals became frightened at the sight of a stranger;
whole some of them began running around the enclosures, urinating and defecating out of pure fear,
others fled to the farthest reaches of their enclosures. However, a few came to the fences looking
for attention.
Talbot was in a quandary. These weren’t the
blood-thirsty killers of legend, attacking and trying
to rip through the wire to shred their visitors. He
knew a little about wolves and he knew much of
what was spouted on both sides of the argument—
the good and the bad—was simply not the truth, but
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to come face to face with the reality of what he saw
here was another story. Cornered or under the
wrong conditions, he knew these animals could be
dangerous. But considering what these animals were
put here on Earth for, they were not inherently evil,
nor did it seem they were man’s mortal enemy. Of
all animals, a cornered man is by far the most dangerous. These animals were predators, nothing more
and nothing less; but at one time, man had domesticated them as dogs, so he must have lived with
them much like they were doing here.
He shook his head, gritting his teeth. He looked
up to see Addie staring right at him, but she said
nothing; she didn’t have to. Of course, this was only, in small part, about the wolves, themselves;
mostly this was about money and power and old,
bitter rivalries.
When they reached the north and west pens, the
damage was evident. Many of the animals that had
not escaped or had returned were in small, makeshift encloses; some of the younger animals were
even in crates.
“Why don’t you have some of these guys in the
other enclosures that are not so full or not damaged?” Talbot asked them, pointing to the crates.
“Very simply, if they are not a member of that
pack, they may not be accepted and may possibly
be killed. Don’t be too appalled at that; many dog
groups are just the same,” Addie told him.
That was a lesson he should not have had to be
reminded about. As a boy, he had gotten badly bitten when an interloper tried to join a group of his
friends’ dogs. They tore into that dog, and he had
tried to intervene.
The snow had also made a mess of things. In
some of the pens, they were cramped into a wet,
nasty mud hole of a space so that some of them
looked more like mud balls than wolfdogs.
Talbot surveyed the damage and could see
where they were trying to repair the long runs of
fencing. At least the invaders had just cut and torn
down the fencing; the drill pipe posts were still
standing, except in a few places.
“Do you have a fence stretcher?”
She shook her head. “No, this was put up with a
tractor that had some kind of attachment on the
back of it. It belonged to one of the guys that was
beaten up.”
“Billy and Jose and whoever comes with them
should have most of this up pretty quickly. At least
it should have most of them out of their little prisons soon,” he gestured toward the crates.
“What time do you think they’ll be here?” she
asked.

PAGE 42

F L O RI D A LU PI NE NE WS

“About half past ten, I expect.”
“I’ll need to send someone down to unlock the
gate and let them in,” she replied.
About 10:00 AM, Addie sent Mike to the gate on a
four wheeler. Thirty minutes later, Mike returned
with two pick-ups full of gear and crew in tow.
Mike shut the four wheeler down and bailed off
before it completely stopped. He was animated and
clearly excited. “You should have been there Addie;
it was freakin’ amazing. They had your drive blockaded and—”
“Who is they?” Talbot interrutpted.
“Don’t know. I haven’t seen these guys, but they
weren’t going to let Mr. Paxton or his guys in…. It
was freakin’ awesome, just like in the movies.”
Addie was grinning. “You said that before. What
was ‘freaking awesome’?” she asked the excited college student.
Pete Paxton was stepping out of a big crew cab
diesel truck with a pleased smile on his face. Talbot
shook his head, looking at the ground. While he didn’t know exactly what happened, he had a good general idea.
“There were two trucks blocking your gate when
they pulled up,” the excited Mike waved toward the
trucks that had pulled up behind him. “One of the
drivers rolled his window down and told them the
road was closed. Mr. Paxton got out of his truck to
talk to the fellow and told him that they’d received
a call from the owner and that they had just been
hired to build some fence. The guy in the truck told
him to ‘F off’ and that he wasn’t going in there. Before the guy could blink, Mr. Paxton jerked him
through the window and began wailing on him.
“But! But!” he continued to talk as much with his
hands as his mouth. “That’s not even the best part!
The other two guys in the other truck started to get
out and go to his rescue, but Juan there in that big
four wheel drive with the mammoth bumper….” he
continued breathlessly. “Well, he just pushed their
truck in the ditch and rolled it over on its side!
Those guys climbed out looking for a fight, but
Juan’s two buddies had shotguns! And, well, that
was pretty much the end of it.” Mike looked around,
grinning.
“Mike, you can take a breath now,” Addie told
him. Then she turned to Talbot and Paxton, who
were now standing together. “Something tells me
you guys had a different job in a different life,” she
said more seriously.
Pete Paxton smiled sheepishly at the accusation.
“Well, ma’am, at one time or the other, we were
both in the oilfields in Alaska, South America, and
the Middle East. We also spent some time in South-

east Asia.”
She huffed, “I can believe you were there, but I
seriously doubt you were working in an oilfield.”
Paxton feigned shock at her indictment. “We
most certainly were in the oilfield; it was just that
trouble seemed to follow him around,” he said, nodding toward Talbot.
“Me?!” Talbot yelped. Then, shaking his head, he
pointed at the downed fence. “We’ve got lots of
fence to repair, and we are burning daylight.”
“Both of you are full of it,” she grinned.
Juan’s crew was fascinated with the wolves, and
Billy DeLeon just couldn’t take his eyes off of them.
Introductions were made and, following some
small talk—generally about the wolves—they got to
working. Juan’s crew, with the help of Paxton, Talbot, and the rest of Addie’s crew, made good time in
getting the perimeter fences up. At 11:30, Addie
sent Andrea and Lynell to the house to start lunch.
About 30 minutes later, one of the girls called Addie’s cell phone to report that lunch was ready. As
they walked toward the gate, they were greeted by
three wolfdogs.
One of them was BC, and the other two were
blacks that had phased out to a silvery hue. The female he recognized as the one he’d met in his bed
this morning, but the male he hadn’t seen before.
They were cautions but curious of the newcomers.
“Not to worry anybody; these guys don’t bite, or
at least they haven’t bit anyone yet,” she snickered.
“The big one there is JR,” she said, pointing. “He’s
named after JR Ewing of the TV show Dallas, and the
girl there is Nexxie. I have no idea where that name
came from. The three-legged guy is BC. He’s the one
Morris saved.”
JR was a beautiful agouti-colored boy. As with
Nexxie, Talbot could see a few more dog traits in
him than he could discern in BC, but to the untrained eye, it would be difficult to tell them from a
pure wolf.
They filed through the gate and onto the stone
patio area. Most of the crew was interested in lunch
and followed Paul into the house, but Billy stayed
behind. Noticing this, Addie and Talbot lingered
there as well. Billy was calm and didn’t make sudden
or jerky moves, and the animals seemed at ease
with him as well.
“He’s spent a lot of time with animals,” Addie
said to Talbot.
“Yeah, he likes anything with hair, feathers, or
scales,” Talbot laughed.
It wasn’t long before JR and Nexxie eased up to
get a sniff. As they sniffed, he gently scratched and
spoke calmly to them, and a quick friendship was in
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the making. Billy DeLeon was a lean, skinny kid like a
lot of the ranch hands. He was about six feet tall
with dark blue eyes and dark hair. Addie guessed him
to be maybe 23 but in reality he was going to be 27
on his birthday.
They watched him interact with the two big wolfdogs for a few minutes before Talbot spoke. “I hate
to break up the mutual admiration society here, but
we’ve got lunch to eat.”
“Sorry, but these guys are just amazing,” he said,
joining Talbot and Addie.
Then Billy looked past them. “Cops,” was all he
said, moving by them and going into the house.
Talbot and Addie turned to see a black and white
approaching the house. “How did he get in here?
Surely they didn’t leave the gate open.”
“I think that’s Joe. I gave him the pass code for
the gate when we spoke last night.”
Addie turned toward the patio gate and motioned
Talbot to follow her. Closing the gate behind them,
they walked to a large, paved driveway with a garage entrance on the side of the big house. The house
was a large, sprawling log cabin-style structure. It
was an older home but in good order, and it matched
its mountain surroundings. The police car idled up to
the garage and parked.
Sheriff Joe LaMarque got out of his Dodge
Charger, and they could tell by his scowl that he was
not a happy man. LaMarque was a big man, two or
three inches over six feet tall and about 235 pounds.
LaMarque was in his mid sixties, but even at that age
he was a commanding figure; he didn’t wait for a
greeting or anyone to say anything.
“Addie, what in hell are you trying to start? And
you, Talbot!” he spat Talbot’s name. “You know better than to get involved in something like this. Isn’t
that Paxton’s truck parked up there?” It wasn’t a
question. “Who the hell else is messed up in this
thing?”
“Joe?” Addie’s voice was very serious. “Did you
go by Partee’s place and talk to Gerardo…”
“Yes, I did, and before you ask, I saw the horses!” he snapped, cutting her off. “But that won’t fix
the complaint filed on Talbot for shooting his animals
on his property AND shooting up his property, namely
his four wheeler!!!” LaMarque was shouting.
“Even if his employees turned his animals on us
on park service property?”
“No witnesses, dearie, and Gunga Din there,” he
said nodding at Talbot, “scared those boys plum out
of the country,” LaMarque shot back. “We can’t even
get a statement from them!”
“So then, if they can’t make a statement, how do
you know any of his property was shot up?” Addie
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snapped back at him.
“Addie, you don’t understand—”
She cut him off in mid-sentence, fire in her
eyes. “Oh, I think I understand very well. All you
have done is accuse us. You haven’t even asked
about the thousands and thousands of dollars in
vandalism that was committed here or the animals
that were killed. I think I understand what you’re
telling me, Joe, and that is if you have money and
power, then you’re above the law! You can destroy
other people’s property, and drive off their animals, and kill them at will, and expect them to do
nothing to protect what’s there’s while the LAW,”
she shouted and pointed at him, “protects the Partees and Brennemans of this world!” She was crying
now. “I hate you!” she whirled around, storming off
into the garage and disappearing into the house.
LaMarque was angry and flustered. “Damn her.
She’s just like her mother.”
“Joe,” Talbot said calmly, “she’s right, you
know.”
LaMarque said nothing, and suddenly all the
bells and whistles went off.
“Joe? Have they bought you, too?” There was a
bitter edge in Talbot’s voice. “Pete’s going to be
disappointed more than me, Joe.”
LaMarque didn’t respond to Talbot’s accusation,
but instead looked down at the concrete where he
stood, wanting nothing more than for all of this to
go away.
“Partee wants her over there to sign the papers
this afternoon, or these charges will go to a warrant. Otherwise, you and her will be arrested. Her
USDA license has already been revoked, and these
animals will be confiscated and destroyed,” he said
without emotion.
Talbot was stunned, but more than that, he was
angry; but he couldn’t let any of it show. “I hope
you don’t have any trouble sleeping at night.”
“You don’t know anything, Talbot. Anything,”
he said, with shame creeping into his voice.
“Joe, I know what’s right, and so do you. And if
you don’t get a handle on this, you’re going to have
an old-fashioned range war on your hands.”
Talbot could see the muscles in LaMarque’s jaws
working as he gritted his teeth, trying to figure out
what to say. “Talbot, we already have a range war.
You just don’t know anything...” he said, letting his
words trail off as he turned and walked toward his
car.
“Joe, don’t you even have the common decency
to walk out there and look at what those thugs did,
or do you even care?”
“You just tell her she’d better be there at
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2:00.”
Talbot was angry now. “Surely there is enough
man left in you to deliver that news yourself?”
He looked up at Talbot, misty eyed.
“I can’t, you’ll have to do it.” He got into his car
and drove away.
Talbot stood there for a few moments, stunned
from the turn of events. Then he turned toward the
house. This was not news he wanted to deliver.
Talbot made his way through the garage, between the four wheelers and four wheel drives used
to navigate this rugged country. The door where Addie McCormick had disappeared opened into a large
laundry room. He was met by a large, black nose attached to a larger head and big, silver body.
Startled, Talbot jumped back, but there was
no aggression in those big, orange eyes. “Dang, JR,
you gave me a start.” At the mention of his name
the big wolfdog wagged his tail just a little.
“Are you going to let me in, big boy?” he asked,
pushing passed the big, silver body.
The laundry room opened into the large, stonefloored sun room they’d first entered last night.
There was laughing and talking coming from the
kitchen. Talbot headed across the room and entered
the kitchen with JR in tow.
All of them were there gathered around the
breakfast bar and kitchen table, even Addie. He
watched her, and while she wasn’t participating in
the conversation much, she didn’t see especially distressed. She seemed more contemplative than angry.
She looked up and saw Talbot staring at her.
When he motioned her to join him, she got up from
her place at the long, cedar table and made her way
over to him.
He led her into the large sun room with JR and
Nexxie following. Talbot smiled as it reminded him
of a family conference. Curious, she asked what he
was smiling about. He told her with a smile, and
then his expression turned serious.
“I have some very bad news. LaMarque bailed
before he told you why he really came,” he said,
dreading what he had to say next. Considering all
the drama that had occurred, she was surprisingly
calm.
“He said Partee wants you at his place this afternoon. Something about signing some papers or
they’ll arrest us and then confiscate and destroy
your wolves,” he added and then waited for what
would surely follow.
Addie McCormick surprised him. She stood there
quietly, immobile for an uncomfortably long time.
Then Talbot saw something in those big, green eyes

he’d not seen before. He saw a certain sad resignation in her expression.
She reached down, patting JR and Nexxie for reassurance. She was staring a long way off, but she
was seeing something long ago.
She finally drew a breath and spoke, “I lost it out
there and shouldn’t have. I’m more disappointed in
him than angry.”
She paused for a long time, absently scratching
Nexxie behind the ears. “I’ve been dreading this day
for a long time,” she reflected. “But in a way I’m
glad it’s finally here.”
“You can’t go over there!” he exclaimed.
“I’ve got to deal with this—just not today and
not on his terms.”
“What about that warrant if you don’t show?” he
inquired.
“He wouldn’t dare! And he’ll know exactly why
shortly,” she paused, and then looked at him.
“Morris Talbot, this might be a good time for you to
duck out the back door,” she said with a thin smile.
“No,” he said. “I think I want to see this through.
After all, I do have an investment in all this. What
can we do to help?”
“Nothing really….” She paused, and then added,
“Well, finish fixing the pens, but that’s it.”
JR pushed his way between her and Nexxie, and
she looked down at him. “Are you getting jealous?”
she asked the silver wolfdog. Scratching JR, she
glanced up at Talbot, “I’ve got to make a few phone
calls, and then I’ll be gone for a couple of days. I’d
lay low for a few days until this is done.”
After delivering her warning, she walked back
into the kitchen where everyone was eating and
laughing. Gaining their attention, Addie made an
announcement about the change of events. She told
everybody she would be gone for a few days, passing
out instructions to her crew.
Addie exited the kitchen to make a few phone
calls and throw some things into a bag. She was gone
within half an hour.
The rest of the day was a blur. Pete and Juan
and the gang finished the pens and runs, had a few
beers, and then hit the road.
Talbot caught a ride back to his truck with Juan
and Billy DeLeon.
“I don’t know what kind of shape we’re going to
find my truck in,” he told them.
When they pulled into the little clearing, he
could have just about cried. What had once been a
pristine 1978 four-wheel-drive Chevy pick-up now
looked like it had been in a demolition derby. There
was not a straight panel on it. It had been bashed by
a truck with a heavy bumper. The left rear tire was
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flat. He had to laugh at that.
“What are you laughing about, man? There ain’t
nothing to laugh at here,” Billy replied, indignant at
what he was seeing.
“Yeah, there is. You see, that’s the same tire
that I shot flat on the four wheeler that Bullard guy
was riding,” he told them, chuckling.
Before he bothered changing a flat tire, he decided to check that the engine would crank. Checking
under the hood first, he found no signs that they’d
sabotaged the engine. His worries were groundless as
the 350-cubic-inch Chevy engine fired up easily when
the choke had been set. He guessed they’d wanted
their handiwork seen around the area as a warning to
others, and that couldn’t happen so easily if the motor didn’t run.
After retrieving a high-lift jack out of the horse
trailer, they quickly changed the flat tire and were
shortly on their way.
Juan decided it best that he follow Talbot just in
case there were other problems they had not found.
With that in mind, Talbot crawled under the truck
and checked the brake lines for signs of tampering,
but he found none.
As they pulled away from the little clearing, it
seemed to Talbot that it had been weeks since he’d
been here. In reality, it had been only four days—
four long days. So much had happened that it was
difficult to put it all in perspective.
It was an uneventful trip until they reached the
highway. They had gotten no more than a quarter
mile when they passed a deputy sheriff. He immediately turned on his lights and came after them.
Talbot pulled off the highway at the first safe
place. Watching his mirrors, he could see the deputies approaching the truck, hands on their guns. He
knew this was serious, so he just sat there with both
hands on the steering wheel. It wasn’t necessary to
roll down the window as it had been shattered.
“At least the windshield is still intact,” he
thought with a chuckle as one deputy stepped up to
the window while the other nervously maintained a
safe distance near the rear bumper.
“Are you Morris Talbot?”
“I am,” Talbot replied.
“Let me see your ID. Very carefully,” the officer
added tensely.
Talbot, produced his driver’s license and proof of
insurance for the officer as his gaze followed the
second officer’s progress behind the truck and up to
the passenger window, which wasn’t broken.
“Mr. Talbot, you are under arrest. Get out of the
vehicle and place your hands on the hood, feet
apart,” the first officer replied as he stepped back
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from the window.
Talbot shot him a glance that made him take
another step back.
“Exactly what am I being arrested for?” Talbot
calmly inquired, though he was as tense as the two
officers.
The deputy put his hand on the butt of his gun.
“Are you resisting arrest?”
“If I was resisting arrest, you wouldn’t have to
ask!” he told the deputy with a steely-eyed glance.
But he complied, exiting the vehicle and putting his
hands on the hood.
The officer informed him of his Miranda rights
and handcuffed him. As they were escorting him to
the squad car, Juan approached and was warned
away by the visibly nervous officers.
“Deputy,” Talbot said, “can I at least talk to
him before you haul me away?”
“No!”
“Can one of those guys take my truck back to
the ranch?”
“No, we have to bring it in,” the deputy said as
they pushed him into the squad car.
On the ride to town, Talbot wondered what had
gone wrong and suspected the worst. This county
was not heavily populated, and the county seat was
not a large town, so the sheriff’s office, DPS, and
the jail were all in one complex. They were clearly
in no hurry as hourly government employees tend
not to be; however, it took much longer to process
him than was even normal on a lazy day. By 11:00
that night, he realized that they were stalling for a
reason. He was due a phone call upon being processed. Something was up.
Finally, he got permission to make his call. It
seemed Pete Paxton had also been waiting on Talbot’s call.
“Moe, something is up,” he said as soon as he
realized it was Talbot on the line. “Juan called as
soon as he could, and we started the bail process
immediately, but they were stalling at every turn.
Right now bail is a no go.”
“You mean I’m being held without bail?!” he
yelped.
“No. Like I said, everybody was stalling. There
isn’t enough time to make bail tonight. I’m sorry,
man, but you’re going to be there over night.
“Pete, I know you tried. The folks I’m worried
about are those kids at Addie’s ranch. If they try to
stop what may be about to happen….” He briefed
his friend on what had happened and what he knew
about Addie’s side of the situation. “We’re dealing
with some ugly folks here, Pete.”
“Moe!” Pete interrupted. ”I’ve got to go, the
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cops are HERE... We’re working on things.”
Paxton disconnected, and the officers took Talbot to a holding cell where he stayed through the
night and into the following day. No food, no coffee,
no word from Pete, nothing!
Talbot was angry, very angry. The last time he
was in jail, a bunch of people got hurt. He didn’t
think a repeat performance was in his best interest,
but he was battling what he should do with what he
wanted to do. He had spent the night with two sick
drunks that were bailed out the following morning.
He was hungry and angry. Not a good combination.
The jailer would not talk to him, but he finally
brought water about mid-morning and then coffee a
little later. About mid-day, they moved him to a cell
down the hall from the holding tank and eventually
brought him a tray of what looked like lunch. The
food was almost inedible.
He knew that somebody was jacking with his
head. He also knew that if God let him get out of
here in one piece, someone was going to regret this.
He just wasn’t sure who it would be.
He settled down in his cell and tried to play back
through his mind everything that anyone had said
during his conversations with Joe LaMarque, the
deputies, and the jailers so that he might piece together something that would tell him what was going
on. He also tried to piece together a case for and
against himself. He knew his due process had been
trampled, but he reckoned that if someone had
enough power and influence, they could do just
about anything they were smart enough and bold
enough to try.
Talbot figured that since he was just some dumb
old cowboy, they could do exactly what they wanted
and no one would notice or care. The thought made
him angry. His due process and a lot more had been
violated before. Because of it, he hated petty tyrants, and he hated their lackeys. Overall, he hated
abuse of authority, in general, because he’d been
the recipient of it first hand.
But, that was then and this was now, and he decided it was best not to dwell on it. It was good
enough to know somebody had him in here and out
of the way. Ultimately, the why didn’t matter but
the who did, and he would find out. The list was real
short.
Since his cell move, it had been a very quiet day.
With the morning shift change came a short heavyset woman about 40 who was no more talkative than
the guy before her.
His days were a little screwed up from all the
long hours in the saddle, so when she brought his
evening tray, he asked her what day it was. She

looked at him a little oddly and replied that it was
Sunday. However, she refused to say anything else
when he tried to strike up a conversation with her.
It was a long and mentally punishing night. No
outside contact, no news about bail, no news about
what was happening with Addie, and no news about
the ranch. The night dragged on and on, seemingly
endless.
He replayed the last few days over and over, finally deciding that not getting involved was simply
not an option. He also decided that Addie had not
told him the whole truth, but he would sort that out
later.
Sometime around 7:00 in the morning, the next
jailer on duty, a round heavy-set kid about 25, came
in with his breakfast tray. As soon as Talbot had his
hands on the tray, he slammed its contents back
through the bar and then threw the tray into the opposite cell with a clatter. The kid fell back in a panic
at the ferocity of Talbot’s outburst.
“You get someone in here and you do it right
now!” Talbot yelled, fed up with the run-around.
The kid tore out of the cell area and through the
doors like his hair was on fire. In a few seconds, he
heard a booming voice and the doors burst open the
other way. “You better cut that crap out. Instead of
a public intoxication charge you’ll be in county lockup for 30 days—” Sheriff Joe LaMarque abruptly ended his tirade as he stormed up to the cell and saw
Talbot. His face paled, and he swore bitterly. “What
in hell have we done? I told them to leave you out of
this.”
“Sheriff, I’ve been here since Friday night without charges, without bail, and part of the time,
without food and water. My truck has been vandalized by some of the same crew that tore up Addie’s
place and it’s in your impound yard.” Talbot’s voice
was laced with a calm that belied his fury, which
made it all the more frightening. “And I intend to
find out who is responsible for all of this.”
LaMarque turned his head, yelling back into the
office. “Who ordered him arrested?” There was no
answer. He yelled louder. The clerk stuck her head
around the corner, but it was clear she didn’t want
to answer. “Who did it?” he snapped at her.
“You sent the order, sir,” she replied timidly.
“The hell I did! Get him out of here!” Nobody
moved. LaMarque marched to the door and shouted
at the young deputy, “Get the keys and get him out
of here!”
The young deputy was rooted to the spot.
“Now!” LaMarque yelled belligerently. The deputy disappeared then reappeared with the key, trying
to hand it over to the sheriff.
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“Get in there and let him out! He’s not going to
bite you.” The look on the young jailer’s face said
otherwise.
LaMarque stormed into the office area. When
Talbot entered, he found LaMarque barking more orders. “Lisa, call the impound and have his truck
brought here. Now!”
“Sir, they usually don’t—”
He cut her off. “I don’t care what they usually
don’t do. You tell them to get it over here now.”
He turned to Talbot. “Does it run?” When Talbot
nodded, he turned to the younger deputy. “Get his
things. NOW!” he growled when the young man
failed to move.
“We need to do the paperwork,” he tentatively
reminded his superior.
“Now!” LaMarque shouted. “We’ll talk about that
later.”
The sheriff turned to Talbot, “The first place you
have to go is the hospital.”
“There’s nothing wrong with me except I’m seriously pissed off, and I don’t need to go to the hospital for that,” he shot back at LaMarque.
“No,” the sheriff responded, rifling his hand
through his hair in frustration. “The guy you took the
rifle from on the trail—Bullard. He wants to see you.
Says he has something but he won’t talk to anybody
else but you.”
“Hospital?” Talbot questioned.
“Bad wreck Friday night. Hit and run. A bobtailed
truck ran wide on a curve and put him in the ditch; it
was a bad spot to go off. His truck flipped. Somebody
ran him off the road and didn’t stop. Juan and Billy
DeLeon found him. Seems he’d been there for a
while and was just about frozen when they found
him.”
“Where have you been all weekend?” Talbot
asked him point blank.
“Trying to keep a lid on this thing. My advice to
you is to get the hell out of town,” LaMarque warned
him.
“I’m getting tired of people telling me to get out
of this thing when I don’t know what the hell THIS
thing really is,” Talbot snapped back at him. “Other
than the fact that at least half of my constitutional
rights have been obliterated, why are you turning me
out. Somebody with lots of stroke got me thrown in
here; I’m having a little trouble believing you don’t
know anything about that,” he accused. “Or, have
they already done what they set out to do.”
“Right now, I don’t care what you believe,” LaMarque flared back, protesting the accusation.
“When you get out of here, you’ll figure out if it’s
over on your own.” He sighed in frustration. “It
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would be a damn sight easier to just keep you
locked up. Between the trouble your buddy Paxton
is stirring up and the fact that Addie is threatening
to make my life a living hell, I don’t need you adding to that trouble. And you definitely are.”
The younger deputy entered, carrying Talbot’s
belongings, but he didn’t dare interrupt the conversation to hand them over to Talbot.
“Do you know where she is?” Talbot pressed the
sheriff.
“No, but she’s probably not far because she’s
got a meeting at the courthouse sometime this afternoon. She’s got something up her sleeve, and
knowing her, I can guarantee there is going to be
trouble. Bad trouble.”
There was something in his expression that Talbot couldn’t read, something that had LaMarque
more than concerned. LaMarque went into his office, slamming the door behind him.
The young man stepped forward, gingerly holding out Talbot’s things. “Your truck’s out front on
the side, Mr. Talbot.” The jailer said gingerly holding out Talbot’s things.
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PART VIII
Of wolves and lawyers.
The hospital was a fairly new complex on the south
edge of town. Talbot and his battered truck received
careful scrutiny upon pulling into the parking lot.
At the information desk, he learned that Bullard was
in intensive care. When he arrived at the ICU, the
hospital staff wouldn’t allow him in to see Bullard.
“Are you family?” the nurse quizzed the unkempt and
unshaven cowboy.
“He ain’t got no family here, ma’am,” Talbot shifted
into his best ‘poor old cowboy’ mode.
“Who are you then?”
“Name’s Talbot, ma’am,” he tipped his hat at her
respectfully. “I work with the poor old sod.”
“Nurse... Nurse!” came a raspy voice from around
the corner. “Let him in.”
The nurse frowned as she motioned Talbot to the
double doors on her right. He heard a solenoid click as
she pressed an actuation switch somewhere.
He pushed through the double doors into ICU. Bullard
and a very old man three units down were the only
people there.
Talbot walked up to the bed of his former adversary.
Tubes and electrical sensors crisscrossed in an orderly
chaos, connecting Bullard to numerous machines. A cast
covered his left arm, and some sort of external fixator
smothered his ankle and lower leg.
Bullard spoke first. “Where have you been? You look
like hell.” It took some effort for him to speak.
“I’ve been in jail. But you’re one to talk. Have you
looked in the mirror?”
“Almost got to meet St. Peter,” he said resolutely.
“I’m bad jacked up.”
“Don’t wish that on no man,” Talbot told him.
“Heard that about you,” Bullard replied.
“Sheriff said you wanted to see me.”
For a long, uncomfortable moment Bullard did not
say anything. Then in a hoarse voice, he finally began. “I
don't have a dog ... wolf ... in this fight.” He paused for
another long moment. “In my truck in the right rear
floorboard, there is a small, built-in safe box. There is a
small camera in there with a 32 gig card in it. Take the
card and leave the camera. No explanation will be
necessary.” It was taking a good effort for him to keep
talking.
“Is your truck in the impound?”
He shook his head. “It’s at a body shop called Rob’s.”
He had to pause, taking a long breath. “Do you know it?”
Talbot nodded.
“OK, the combination to the safe is R2D2C3PO.”
Talbot had to laugh at the safe’s combination.
“Interesting combo,” he said with a smile.
“You better get,” Bullard replied. “Your burning
daylight.”
Talbot nodded. “I’ll look in on you in a few days.”
Bullard shook his head. “They’re CareFlighting me

out of here this afternoon before these idiots kill me.
I’ll be back in Islamabad or somewhere before you round
up all those wolves.”
Somehow Talbot didn’t doubt it, he thought, turning
to go.
“Talbot,” Bullard cried hoarsely. “If you get too
much dull in your life, look me up. We could use
somebody like you. Pay ain’t bad either.”
Talbot shook his head. “I’m just an old cowpoke,
not much good for anything else.”
“Tell that crap to the locals. I’ve worked with men
like you for almost twenty years now...” Bullard started
to cough, his breathing becoming more ragged. The
effort to speak had visibly exhausted him.
The nurse came around the corner. “Visiting is
over,” she said firmly.
Talbot turned to leave.
“Talbot,” Bullard hacked again. “Just call Langley.”
“Go!” The nurse pointed Talbot to the door.
“What about your rifle.”
“Keep it. It will pay for your truck.”
This time the nurse pushed him toward the door.
“What had changed his mind?” Talbot pondered. His
opinion of Bullard hadn’t changed. He was still a
dangerous man, but now Talbot realized he was more
than just a hired gun. Maybe what was on that data card
would fill in some of the blanks. But he had to get his
hands on that card first. Talbot didn’t really understand
gigs and megs but he did know that 32 gigs was a lot of
information.
As he was getting into his beat up old truck, it
occurred to him that Bullard and his truck were both in
a sad state of affairs.
His phone rang. Fishing it out of his pocket, he
answered, “Hello?”
“Where are you?” It was Pete Paxton.
“I’m leaving the hospital.”
“What are you doing there? Are you OK?”
“I’m fine. I was just there to see that mercenary
fellow, Bullard.”
“Oh yeah, Juan and Billy found the guy. He was bad
off, pretty messed up.”
“Where are you?” Talbot asked, returning the
question.
“On our way to Addie’s. We were on our way to
town to the Townsend’s old lawyer to work on your bail.
Then we got a call from Juan out at the ranch, saying
there’d been a problem at Addie’s. We turned around
and were headed back to the ranch to drop off Billy so
they could go on up to Addie’s. Then I was going to head
into town to work on your situation when LaMarque
called. He said you’d been released….”
“Are those kids alright?” Talbot asked.
“Paul said they were, but we didn’t have much time
to talk before LaMarque called. He did say he was
wanting to talk to you, though.”
“I’ll be on my way as soon as I pick up something

F L O RI D A LU PI NE NE WS

out of Bullard’s truck,” Talbot replied.
“You’ll probably get there before us. We were almost
at the ranch when Joe called. One more thing, we were
having a hell of a time just getting anybody to talk to us
about you. Why did they release you?”
“Thrown out would be more accurate than released,”
Talbot snorted. “LaMarque was a nervous wreck over
something. Something’s way wrong. I can't get a fix on it,
but something stinks to high heaven,” Talbot paused.
“I’m on my way to get a data card out of Bullard’s truck;
that might shed some light on all this, but we won’t know
until we’ve looked at it.” Talbot then explained what
Bullard had told him at the hospital. Agreeing to meet at
Addie’s next, they ended the call.
When Talbot arrived at Rob’s Body Shop, Rob met
him, eying the beat up ’78 Chevy pickup as the rangy
cowboy stepped out of it. “We can fix that,” the shop
owner said, nodding at the truck.
“Don’t know what I’m going to do with it yet. Right
now, I’m here to look at Bullard’s truck.”
Rob motioned Talbot to follow, and they walked
around to the south side where Bullard’s truck sat. It was
a fairly new Silverado ¾-ton four-door diesel. Medium
gray metallic paint, black leather, four wheel drive—the
truck was at least $55,000 new. Loaded as it was with
expensive bumpers, even more expensive tires and
wheels, and an HD Waren winch, the Chevy was probably
another ten grand over MSRP. It had been heavily rolled,
but it was still fairly intact, considering. Talbot
commented on that to the body shop owner.
“He got thrown partially out and the truck landed on
him. He was really lucky; he could just as easily be in the
morgue instead of the hospital.”
Talbot nodded as he yanked open the right rear door.
Reaching up under the passenger seat, he stripped back
the carpet and mat. Sure enough, there in the floorboard
was an enclosure built flush into the floor pan.
Rob couldn’t see from where he’d been standing
behind Talbot, so he had gone to the other side and
opened the door for a better view.
At first he saw no keypad but realized what he was
looking at was a cover. The seam was precision-cut and
he could barely manage to catch it with his nails, but
after several tries, he finally managed to lift it. Under
the cover was a touch screen that blinked to life,
revealing a standard telephone keypad arrangement. He
carefully punched in the letter and number sequence,
and there was an audible mechanical click as the door
popped open.
Levering back the heavy cover exposed an enclosure
with dimensions that were just slightly under one foot
square by eight inches deep. The safe appeared strong
enough to withstand anything short of a nuclear blast.
Inside were documents, a large sum of cash, all hundreds,
and four passports. He reached for them. They all had
the same picture but four different names and four
different countries: Canada, Australia, Isle of Mann, and
South Africa. “Tools of the trade,” Talbot thought. Below
the passports were two boxes of ammo; he knew what
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they were for and took them out, as well.
Rob’s eyes went wide at the sight of the safe and its
contents.
“Who is this guy?” he asked.
“Somebody we don’t need to know,” he replied,
reaching for the little square object that had to be the
camera. He quickly located the data card slot and
removed the card, storing it securely in the Velcro pocket
where he usually kept his reading glasses.
Returning the camera, passports and cash back to the
safe, he closed the door, making sure it was locked, and
then closed the cover and replaced the carpet. Picking up
the ammo, he stuffed one box into each pocket of his
Carhartt jacket for balance.
Talbot and Rob started back to his truck. Rob pointed
to a flat bed truck parked in a vacant lot across the
highway. “They got here this morning. Said they were
here to pick up the truck as soon as you were finished.”
True to his word, Talbot hadn’t even fired his truck
before the flatbed car hauler was moving into the lot.
Talbot knew there was an interesting story there, but he
had ‘other fish to fry’ as his mother would say.
It was an uneventful but cold and breezy drive with
the driver’s side window broken out.
Talbot was concerned when he pulled into the drive
and found the gate open, but Pete and Billy were waiting
on him up at Addie’s refuge. Paxton met him at his truck.
“You’re not going to like this,” he said.
Paul, Nexxie, JR and even BC met him at the door.
Paul looked like he’d been in a bar fight and had come
out second best.
“Who did this to you?” Talbot demanded.
Paul found it within himself to grin through swollen
lips and eyes. “The animal rescue volunteers who were
here when the deputy served the papers on us.”
“That can’t be.” Talbot bit his lip and shook his head.
“Where’s the girl?” he asked, suddenly realizing Andrea’s
absence.
“Upstairs having a good cry, I would imagine.”
“But she’s OK?” Billy inquired. Billy DeLeon was a
tough, good looking kid with three tours in Afghanistan
under his belt. He had been infatuated with Andrea since
the first time they had met, so it was no surprise that he
had made the trip with Paxton. It was also no surprise
that he didn’t like what he saw or heard.
“I think she’s OK,” Paul answered Billy.
“Ok, tell me what happened here.” Talbot’s voice
was firm and Paxton could see his jaw muscles working as
he gritted his teeth.
“We were raided,” Paul began. “It happened about
6:30 this morning. They just showed up here at the
house, so they had to have the access code,” Paul
explained. “They flashed some papers and then headed
to the enclosures. They started taking pictures of the
muddy animals, talking about unsuitable conditions. I
tried to explain that we had just got the fences repaired
from the last break in. Nothing I said mattered.” He
shook his head. “They went into the enclosures and
started trying to catch these guys. As you can imagine
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that didn’t go so well. One of those volunteers caught a
yearling that went nuts. The guy started beating him with
a club,” he continued, obviously distraught over what had
happened. “I grabbed that idiot and two of his buddies
grabbed me. And, well, you can see the results,” he
waved at his face. “Anyway, they managed to get about
ten or twelve of the animals by netting and tranquilizing
them. Then they said they would be back for the rest.”
He paused. “Oh yeah, they tore up some of what you guys
fixed yesterday,” he gestured toward the pens.
Talbot was shaking his head by the time Paul
finished. He was truly struggling to fight back the abusive
string of profanity that was on the tip of his tongue but
somehow he managed it.
“It is much clearer now that Joe LaMarque is a sorrier
kind of cur than I ever expected. He held me until the
raid was underway and then came in like a white knight,
made a big show, and turned me loose,” Talbot spat.
“Unfortunately we can’t do anything about that right
now, but...” Talbot pulled the SD card from his Carhartt
jacket. “We’ve now got this. It was Bullard’s, so it may
explain some things. We need to look at it, and we don’t
have much time. Addie’s meeting with Partee is this
afternoon at 3:00. LaMarque told me.”
They went into the house, following Paul into a nicely
equipped library complete with large screen monitor.
Quickly, Paul had the computer booted up and the SD
card in the reader.
“Oh my... Where.... Damnation!” Paul blurted. “Look
at the quality. This is some high end stuff.”
“Never mind the quality. Look at who that is!” Paxton
exclaimed.
They watched in stunned silence as two powerful and
influential land owners plotted with a well-known state
representative, a representative from the USGS, a
representative from the state Parks and Wildlife
department, and a high profile state supreme court
judge. They were watching a ‘who’s who’ in state politics
over the screen. In a very cool, calculating, and
professional manner, these men plotted to separate a
land owner from her property. It was conducted like any
high-level corporate acquisitions meeting.
They discussed the means of acquisition, some of
which were legal; they considered various purchase
options and property trade arrangements. One individual
suggested the use of Eminent Domain, but that was
dismissed because of their proposed timeline. Quite
methodically, they discussed methods of driving out the
landowner and her wolf-loving cronies: cutting off lines of
credit, eliminating her funding from the universities and
the state, and jeopardizing and eliminating her 501(c)(3)
status. All of those things were considered to be viable
tools in their effort.
Then Partee informed the group that he was going to
question the validity of her land ownership and property
boundaries; the judge concurred that this was a viable
strategy, explaining that title defenses can eat up
valuable time and resources and that his court could have
a lot of influence there.
The men discussed how they could manipulate the

ranchers’ and hunters’ hatred of wolves to their
advantage; with a little positive pressure in the right
places, they could generate enough negative PR against
her animals and her refuge that she would be focusing
solely on defending her property and animals against
them. They discussed how this would also help to deflect
attention away from them, shedding positive light on
their efforts to enlighten the populace about the terrible
menace in their midst that Addie’s sanctuary presented.
Someone even suggested they move to bring the IRS
in for an investigation, but this was vetoed down. IRS
involvement, they decided, could be a two-edged sword
and might even thwart their own efforts.
As they watched the Machiavellian plot unfold on the
monitor, they nearly couldn’t believe what they were
seeing. These men talked of ruining people and animals
as calmly as if they were talking about a business
acquisition. It was absolutely sickening to watch the cold,
calculating, and professional method they used to plot
someone’s destruction. With power and influence, Talbot
realized almost anything was possible.
The video included numerous meetings with various
combinations of the original players. In addition, there
were many minutes of hunting footage including one
short clip of an aerial hunt. Several videos provided
graphic footage of four wheelers running wolves and
wolfdogs into the ground and shooting them, some of
them pups that were less than a year old.
Because of their time constraints, Talbot and the
others had to rush through much of the data. But they
were able to view enough to know what was going on.
These men wanted Addie’s property, wanted Addie and
her animals gone, and would stop at nothing to see their
goals achieved.
Paul looked at the other three men in complete
disbelief. “We’ve got to get this to the court house and
into the hands of the media, but I’ve got to make some
copies. We’ve got to make this thing go viral.” Paul
looked at Talbot. “Where did you get this thing?”
“Knowing will not help. Just start making copies,”
Talbot said, getting up to stretch his legs. “I’m going to
look at the damage outside.” What he really wanted to
do was get away from what he’d just seen.
“Oh yeah,” Paul said as Talbot was leaving. “It’s not
the quality of this stuff we just watched, but I’ve got
some video of what happened here. I’ll include that in my
copies.”
Talbot walked out to the enclosures, trying to clear
his mind of what he’d just seen on the data card.
However, what he found at the enclosures was not much
better. Shelters were torn up, automatic watering
systems were ripped apart, fencing was torn down. The
enclosures were damaged, and it was the type of damage
that would make these runs and pens not easily usable. A
lot of them were empty now, and the remaining animals
were edgy and nervous at Talbot’s presence.
No matter how this turned out, Addie would be all to
pieces over it, especially since she had not been here.
Had she been here, there was little she could have done
to stop it. And she may very well have ended up in jail
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just like him.
Talbot walked out to the north fence line just east of
the barn. At least a lot of the fencing was still intact. It
would be no small task, but some of the areas could be
usable with some hard manual labor. If she lost the
property, however, it would make little difference.
Talbot reflected for a few moments on what had
transpired over the past few days. So much had
happened, and it had become such a blur that it seemed
more like weeks than days. He tried to make some sense
of it all. Wildlife had always been a part of his life: the
elk, buffalo, bear, coyote, and for several years now, the
wolf.
The bears, both black and grizzly, were the most
dangerous by far and killed lots of deer, elk, and sheep,
but they also killed more people than any other wild
animal in North America.
The coyote was the number one predator, but by far,
whether fair or not, the wolf was the animal that elicited
the most emotional response: both love and hate.
The wolf, the bear, and the coyote were all
predators, and they were all dangerous. Talbot gave
them all their due respect. He didn’t hate them; he felt
that they all simply shared God’s amazing creation with
us. But he now found hatred of the wolf very
unreasonable. He wondered if it was that, of all the
predators, wolves were most like man. They were social
with their own family groups; they were cautious,
especially of new things or change; and they were
frightful and sometimes aggressive toward newcomers.
They shared many traits with humans, but they were
more honest about their feelings and desires.
Movement caught his eye and brought him back from
his deep, contemplative thoughts. Talbot froze, shifting
his eyes across a large and partially snow-covered field
that stretched north to some pine-studded hills. He
watched carefully, and there was movement again.
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About 500 yards out, he spotted a wolf, or maybe a
wolfdog. Then he spied another, and finally a third one.
That third one did not seem to be with the first two, but
they were all looking toward the pens. Talbot decided
the best thing he could do was to calmly turn back
toward the house. Left alone, he figured, they might
come back. After all, this was the only home some of
them had ever known.
Back at the house, he interrupted Paul’s work, telling
him what he’d seen.
“That’s a surprise. When we realized what was about
to happen earlier today, I ran out and opened the gates.
Some of them didn’t leave. Some that ran did get shot,
but some of them did manage to get away. I figured
they’d be too traumatized to come back this soon—if at
all.” Paul glanced up at Talbot. “By the way, those
volunteers carried off all the dead bodies.”
“No surprise there,” Paxton said. “They didn’t want
to leave any martyrs or evidence.”
“I’ll finish editing these SD cards and tell you who to
give two of them to. The other two, you’ll have to use
your own best judgment,” Paul gestured with his hands
and then focused once again on his computer.
Talbot turned to leave the library and almost tripped
over Nexxie and JR. “Sorry guys,” he said, leaning down
to give them a good petting, which resulted in a shower
of kisses given their loving and exuberant disposition.
“New friends, Talbot?” Paxton asked.
When he looked up to answer, he discovered BC
standing just outside the library door, watching him pet
the others.
“By the way, Paul, why didn’t they get these guys?”
Talbot gestured to the canines.
“Probably never thought people would keep them in
a house,” Paul responded, looking back toward his
computer screen.
“Anybody need any coffee?” Talbot asked as he,
Paxton, and Billy DeLeon headed for the kitchen and the
nearest coffee pot. Nexxie and JR were in tow with BC
not far behind. It amazed Talbot just how well BC was
able to navigate with just one back leg.
They were looking for the coffee pot when Andrea
unexpectedly entered the kitchen. “Can I help you find
something?” she asked. Her eyes were red and swollen.
“Looking for the coffee pot,” Talbot quickly replied.
“You OK?”
She nodded, sniffling. “Yeah, it’s just going to take
some time to get over this. All our work is gone,” her
sniffle almost turning into a whimper. Nexxie and JR
went to her with kisses and nuzzles. BC was more
cautious, but finally approached her.
Billy worked up the courage to speak to Andrea. “Will
you rebuild? I’m sure we can help somehow,” he said,
looking to Paxton and Talbot for support.
Andrea shrugged her shoulders. “I don’t know. It all
depends on what happens with Addie. I do know one
thing; there is going to be too many bad memories here, I
think.”
“Where then?” Billy could see a budding relationship
slipping away with that announcement. “In the area?”
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“Guys!” Paul interrupted. “This stuff’s ready, and you
need to get going now!” Paul crossed the kitchen, handing
four flash drives to Talbot.
“Who is going?” Talbot asked.
“Wouldn’t miss this for any amount of money,”
Paxton replied with enthusiasm.
Andrea shook her head. “I want to go, but then again
I don’t. I’m afraid of how it will turn out.”
“This train is leaving, so you’d better make up your
mind,” Talbot told them as he gathered his jacket and
hat, heading for the door. Nexxie and JR followed him
closely with BC not too far behind.
Talbot stopped dead in his tracks. He had an idea! It
was a crazy one. He turned to Paul and Andrea. “Will they
ride in a truck?”
“You mean them?” Andrea questioned, just a trace of
uncertainty in her voice as she pointed to the wolfdogs.
“Yes. Them.”
“Well, yeah. They were our ambassadors. They’ve
ridden thousands of miles and been around loads of
people,” she said slowly catching on to Talbot’s idea.
“Load them up! They’ve got a court date,” Talbot
announced with a grin.
“Are you crazy!?” Paul exclaimed incredulously,
understanding finally dawning.
“Yep,” Talbot said flatly. “I’ve always wanted to ride
Taco into a courtroom. This may be the next best thing,”
he grinned. “So, how’s the best way to do this?” he
pondered.
“Let JR ride with you; Andrea can take BC and Nexxie
in Pete’s truck since it has four doors,” Paul explained.
“Whoa there. Are they truck broke?” Pete exclaimed.
“Don’t know, Pete,” Paul chuckled. “They’re house
broke so should be the same thing, right?” he said,
heading to the pens. “When you guys leave, those animals
should come right on up. I’m going to try to get them in.
Then I’ll follow you.”
They grabbed leashes, wolfdogs, and blankets to
throw over the seats. Loading went without trouble, and
they were shortly on their way.
It was largely an uneventful trip until JR wanted to do
the driving. Talbot quickly discovered a 100-pound
wolfdog and a 180-pound cowboy would not both fit
behind the steering wheel. He finally figured JR was
wanting to hang out the window with his head in the fresh
45 degree breeze. Since Talbot’s windows were the
manual version, it required an unscheduled stop.
The remainder of the drive was as uneventful as it
could be with one of the world’s most dreaded predators
sharing your space. People that saw JR hanging out the
window were pointing and waving; some of them almost
drove off the road or into someone else.
Traffic around the courthouse was heavy, and parking
places were in short supply. A crowd was gathering. After
a couple of laps around the area, they finally found two
adjacent parking spots.
“This is going to be interesting,” he thought as he got
out of the truck with JR in tow. Paxton, Billy DeLeon, and
Andrea got out of Pete’s big Ford diesel with a black,
three-legged wolfdog and a tall, lanky, silver female.

Together they started toward the courthouse. Since most
eyes were trained on the media circus near the entrance,
almost no one noticed them. As they drew near, they
could hear a heated debate between the ranchers,
hunters, and animal rights activists and environmentalists.
So involved were they in their debate, they didn’t even
notice the three wolfdogs that, for most people, were
virtually indistinguishable from wolves. Andrea tapped
Talbot on the arm and pointed to a woman standing near
the center of the action. “One of the flash drives needs to
go to her.”
“Well, let’s do it,” he said resolutely.
“There are too many people. And these guys may get
a little edgy crowded in like this.”
“Come on, they won’t be for long,” he grinned as he
pushed into the crowd. “Excuse me!” he shouldered a
geeky man out of the way, along with his equally geeky
buddy, both of whom were clad in ski jackets and
appeared to be environmentalists.
“You’re not excused,” the first one said sharply,
whirling to confront this new interloper who was crashing
their protest, only to draw up short when he was
confronted by a 110-pound canine who looked every inch
a wolf.
It couldn’t have gone better if it had been planned
and practiced. The guy swore, bolting backwards into his
friend. “Wolf!” He struggled to remain standing but
knocked his friend down in the process.
Talbot and JR merely watched the entertaining
spectacle. The clamor ceased as everyone noticed the
three wolfdogs, the crowd parting like the sea in a wellknown Biblical story as they made their way to the female
reporter Andrea had pointed out. “Wolf,” was echoed and
re-echoed throughout the crowd as people pushed back to
give the animals space.
As they neared the reporter, the hunter and
environmentalists’ jaws were slack. The reporter turned
at the interruption, eyes going wide and breaking into a
smile. “JR! How are you, boy?” The big wolfdog pulled
forward against the leash and greeted her with chin licks.
The reporter was shaking her head. “They never
forget, do they?” She said, grinning at Andrea. “It’s been
three months since I’ve seen him.”
“Jody, this is Morris Talbot.”
“Hi. I’m Jody Millner.” She stuck her hand out.
Talbot pressed a flash drive into her palm. “What’s on
here needs no explanation. Trust it to no one. Paul said
you’d know what to do with it.”
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“Jody, have you seen Addie?” Andrea asked her
anxiously.
Jody waved her microphone toward the government
building. “They went in about 20 minutes ago. It’s a
closed session. They wouldn’t even let us in the
antechamber.”
Talbot said nothing. He simply turned toward the
building, jingling JR’s chain collar and quietly calling his
name as he started toward the courthouse entrance with
three people and two more wolfdogs not far behind.
Stunned onlookers moved out of the way as they went
past. Without stopping, Talbot pulled open the door and
ushered Paxton and the others inside.
There was no receptionist. You either knew where you
were going or you asked someone. Andrea knew where the
courtrooms were but not which one. A woman came out of
the vehicle license office but turned and ran back inside
upon spying them. Other people were also scurrying to be
somewhere else. There were gasps, yelps, and a few who
tried to take pictures with their phone cameras. Several
children were yanked away by terrified parents.
As they approached the courtrooms, a woman came
out of the county clerk’s office. She was startled but
quickly regained her composure. “You can’t have animals
in here,” she said bravely.
Talbot turned those unwavering gray eyes toward her,
completely ignoring her reprimand. “Where is the
McCormick/Partee hearing?” he asked calmly but sternly.
”Judge Hartwell’s court but that’s a closed hearing...
And you can’t have them in here!” she added more
forcefully, waving at the animals.
“Judge Hartwell. That couldn’t be better,” he
thought, completely disregarding the woman’s objections.
“They are material witnesses, ma’am,” he said with a
straight face and started for Hartwell’s court. It was the
second chamber on the right.
Talbot didn’t hesitate. Pulling open the large, heavy
doors, he barged through, leading JR, and was followed
closely by Nexxie, BC, and the rest of his contingency. The
court officer near the door swore but made no move to
intercept them, instead, stepping backing a few feet.
Approximately 20 attendees were present, and
everyone turned abruptly to view the commotion. Sharp
breaths were drawn, epithets were sworn, and the word
‘wolf’ echoed throughout the chamber.
Billy and Andrea had moved Nexxie and BC forward so
they were standing abreast in the aisle.
Addie jumped to her feet; she was stunned,
speechless.
The judge also sprang to his feet, banging his gavel for
order. “What is the meaning of this? This is a closed
hearing! Bailiff! Remove these people now!”
The young officer, about 35 years old, came from his
position adjacent the judge and started down the aisle in
a threatening demeanor. JR and Nexxie stood their
ground, but Talbot could see them begin to tense. BC
backed into Billy for moral support, ears flattened to the
side and hackles raising along his back. He emitted a low
growl that could only be heard for a few feet. The bailiff
heard it and stopped cold in his tracks.
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“Judge, maybe you better throw them out,” he said,
backing away. Someone snickered.
“Your honor,” Talbot nodded at Judge Hartwell,
“these guys are evidence in this hearing,”
The judge glared down at them. “Mr. Talbot, this is
my court and my case. I will determine what is and is
NOT evidence. If you do not remove yourself and your
friends, especially the furry ones, you will be in
contempt of court and you will ALL spend the next 30
days in county lock up!” His voice rose in pitch until he
was shouting.
“Your esteemed Honor,” there was just a hint of
sarcasm in his tone, “that is the problem.” Talbot stood
his ground. The last time he had faced this judge, he had
lost in a very big way, lost almost everything he had. He
didn’t have that much more to lose this time, so it didn’t
make that much difference. “Evidence and the truth of a
case stand on their own merit, and it is not the place of
the judge or the attorneys to screen evidence pertinent
to a case at their whim for their convenience or their
advantage.” He pulled the flash card from his jacket
pocket and held it for the judge to see. “Your Honor,
perhaps you should look at this first.”
Partee jumped up yelling, “This is completely out of
order. He’s making a mockery of your court, Judge. Have
them arrested!” Partee demanded.
The judge nodded to the officer at guard, who had
been standing quietly behind them. Evidently their
reputation preceded them, as the officer drew his gun
and leveled it at Talbot.
“You going to shoot me over a dog? There’s a news
crew just outside. I’m sure that will film well.” Talbot
never took his eyes off the judge.
Billy nudged him. “No they’re not. The door’s open,
and they’re right behind us, filming.”
“One more thing, Judge. This is already in the hands
of the media,” Talbot held up the flash drive. “Whether
they use it may depend on you. Plus, this will shortly be
in the hands of the FBI and the USGS. While you are not
in any of the videos, your colleague, friend, and fellow
judge Dousey certainly is—and he mentions your name
several times. Along with Mr. Partee and Mr. Brenneman,
this thing also stars a couple of state representatives,
people from the USDA, and the USGS. Plus—.”
Partee interrupted him, “This is a bluff! I demand
this proceeding move forward. These—.”
The judge interrupted him. “Jason!” he said, calling
Partee by his first name. “Unfortunately, I know this
man, and he is not of a nature to bluff. For your sake,
let’s just see.” He looked from Partee to the back of the
courtroom. “Ms. Millner, I’m going to bar you from my
court for disobeying my orders as this is a closed hearing.
Before I do, can you tell us, to the best of your
knowledge, is Mr. Talbot bluffing?”
Jody Millner was grinning. “Your Honor, the door was
open,” she said sheepishly. There was no amusement in
Hartwell’s expression, so she continued. “No sir. He is
definitely not bluffing. We uplinked that information
back to the station as soon as we got it.”
Brenneman stood up and faced Talbot. “Exactly
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where did you get that?” he nodded to the flash drive.
“Mr. Brenneman, I’m going to have to remind you of
what I just told Mr. Partee,” the judge admonished.
Talbot turned his gaze to Brenneman. “Don’t worry,
Mr. B. You’ve got plenty of airtime, too.” Talbot looked
to Addie; her face was pale. He wondered what could be
wrong.
There was a long silence, finally broken by the Judge.
“Officer put that gun away. Mr. Talbot, can we review
this material to see if it has any bearing on this case
whatsoever?”
“That is what we brought it for. But we will be
present, along with Ms. McCormick and one attorney from
each side of the case,” Talbot demanded.
“What are we going to view that on?” the judge
asked.
With the precision of a swordsman, Andrea whipped a
laptop from her bag. “That part we’ve got covered.”
Talbot grinned. “Well, with that taken care of, where
do you want to view this material?” he waved the drive.
“Your Honor,” the clerk chimed in. “The conference
room has a large monitor we can plug the laptop into—and
a large enough conference table, also.”
Though the young clerk was trying to be helpful, it
was clear that is not what the judge wanted to hear.
Talbot figured the judge knew about the monitor already.
“Very well,” he said gruffly. ”We’ll convene there in
five minutes.”
As the judge exited the courtroom, Addie came
running down the aisle to see them—all of them—but
honestly, Talbot thought that she was happier to see her

furry friends. There were plenty of hugs, licks, and kisses.
“What are you doing here?” she asked, looking up
from her position near the dogs.
“Trying to help you,” Pete Paxton told her frankly.
She shook her head, tears welling in her eyes. “I
thought I could handle this. I thought I had everything
covered, and that my case was solid. I thought I could get
the venue changed because this judge is dirty. But they
blocked us at every turn. And this judge intends to have
your head,” she said, looking at Talbot. She shook her
head, “Actually, all of our heads.” She buried her face in
BC’s coat, shaking from her ordeal.
“He may do just that, but it’s going to be real
messy,” Paxton said seriously.
Addie left with the clerk to set up her computer. The
rest of the crew waited to be called into the conference
room. It was a very long five minutes as they prepped the
conference room.
During the break, Talbot talked to Paxton and they
both kept a close eye on who came and went. Hartwell
was nowhere to be seen, and that troubled him. He called
Paul and warned him to be on the alert just in case this
snake-oil-salesman of a judge tried to pull something out
of his bag of dirty tricks. They could only wait and hope
that everyone made it to the conference room to view the
damning evidence they had brought.
Finally, Andrea and the court clerk had everything
arranged, and they were all asked to enter. Partee’s
group sat on one side of the table while Addie’s party,
including the wolfdogs, sat on the other.
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PART IX
The reveal begins
Finally, Andrea and the court clerk had everything arranged. The attendees were called to order,
Andrea plugged the flash card into her computer,
and the fireworks started soon after. The high definition video and audio played well on the taxpayerpurchased, high-definition, 65-inch monitor.
The opening scenes were damning enough with
the plotting of the wolf killings and property destruction and the onboard video of the wolf hunt
with guns and dogs, but the statement that set off
the fireworks was when Jason Partee, strutting
around his opulently appointed lodge brandishing a
crystal decanter of freshly poured $150 Gold Buckle
Label single barrel whiskey, declared, “that little
McCormick bitch is just like her sorry mother, and I
will reveille in the day when I put her on the street
and in the soup line. That place is rightfully...”
Partee jumped up, slamming his fist on the conference table with intimidating force, and thrust
his face into Adeline McCormick’s. He opened his
mouth to speak, shaking his fist at her, but in his
next breath, a hurling black body landed in the
middle of the conference table. Addie lunged to
intercept the fierce predator, grabbing him around
the neck, but Partee still found himself face to face
with a snarling, three-legged foe.
Partee froze, the color drained from his face.
Addie McCormick calmly stood up and, taking BC’s
leash, pulled him away from Jason Partee’s face
but kept her arms around him, as much for her security as Partee’s protection. Addie was stunned.
BC was typically shy and evasive of confrontation
unless cornered or threatened. He had never responded like that. Something had changed him—
the wrong set of circumstances, the stress, the yelling and shouting—maybe he did feel threatened or
maybe his pack was threatened; the potential combination of possibilities was endless. Partee didn’t
move, and for the first time there was real fear in
his eyes. No one moved, no one spoke, and no one
knew what might happen next. As Addie held BC
she could feel that his muscles were as taut as a
coiled spring, and the look on her face told Partee
that one wrong move would make a plastic surgeon
a very rich man.
“BC, its OK, boy,” she whispered just barely audible and patted him reassuringly on his front shoulder where she held him. “It’s OK,” she said, continuing to stroke him.

After a long moment, she could feel him relax
ever so slightly. Partee saw it, too, and withdrew
slowly. The big, black wolfdog never took his eyes
off Partee—those fierce, yellow eyes staring straight
into Jason Partee’s soul. For the first time in his
memory, he knew what it was like to be intimidated
and at someone else’s mercy, and he hated it with a
deep, abiding passion.
“You can bully people with your power, and you
can buy people with your money, but no amount of
money or power can keep him from recognizing exactly what you are... You took his leg, but you can’t
take his good judgment of character.”
”Addie, we better take BC outside. He might
take a chunk out of him next time he blows up like
that,” Talbot told her.
Billy DeLeon stood up. “I’ll take him out,” as he
took the lead and called BC, “come on boy.” He
coaxed the big, black male gently, but he was reluctant to leave his post. With gentle, persistent coaxing, BC eased off the table in a fluid, graceful motion that belied the fact he had only three legs.
With BC heading out, the other two got up to
follow. Andrea got up, also. “I’ll go out with them.”
And she followed Billy and BC out the door.
With those two gone, that left Partee, Brenneman, two lawyers, the judge, Addie, Paxton, and
Talbot, plus a handful of court staff. Paxton had
stayed outside to keep an eye on the goings on out
there.
Brenneman broke the silence. “This fairy tale
you’ve cleverly concocted is not admissible in
court.”
Talbot cast a cold steel gaze across the table at
Brenneman and calmly spoke. “You and I and Partee
and the judge and at least one of the lawyers know
this is in no way concocted. Furthermore, I didn’t
hear Judge Hartwell abdicate his throne to you. So,
I’m not sure that’s a decision for you to make. In
fact, you are neither legal counsel nor a party in this
hearing, so what exactly are you doing here?” he
said.
Brenneman bristled; these people were clearly
not used to being talked to in such a demeaning
manner. “You’re not going...” Partee’s attorney
waved him off with a warning gesture.
“Get on with it,” the judge admonished Addie.
She restarted the edited video, and it wasn’t
long before they came to the section where Judge
Dousey implicated Hartwell, telling Brenneman, Par(Continued on page 56)
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tee, and two state representatives that Hartwell
wanted a piece of the action, but if he got too
greedy they could drag up the Elk Count cover-up
and a very shaky eminent domain case. Dousey assured them that Hartwell could be counted on to
support their efforts.
Talbot motioned Addie to shut the video off.
“What you’ve seen just scratches the surface.
There’s plenty more damning evidence...”
“Are you done?” Partee cut in.
Addie cut him off. ”No, I’m not done! In fact,
I’m not even started!” Addie’s tone was filled with
fire. This new evidence had renewed her zeal to
fight and had given some hope that she could at
least have a fighting chance. “In the short recess I
was told that a deputy under the guise of serving
papers along with a USDA representative plus some
very zealous volunteers raided my place, finishing
what your goons had started. They shot what they
couldn’t catch and beat up one of my employees
pretty badly...”
Talbot interrupted her. “Video of that is on
there, too,” he said indicating the flash card.
Addie started right where she left off. “I’ve
cried so much there are no more tears. All that is
left is anger, and you really have pissed off the
wrong girl.” She reached for a folder her attorney,
Nicholas Veldt, a grayling man about Talbot’s own
age, had in front of him. She pushed it over in front
of Judge Hartwell.
There was a tap on the conference room door,
then the door pushed open. It was Pete Paxton and
Sheriff Joe LaMarque. There was a fleeting glance
between Partee and LaMarque that told an old and
unpleasant story. Talbot knew because he’d seen
that look before. He’d been in this situation, and
he knew this was no social call.
Paxton took a chair at the conference table by
Talbot, but LaMarque stayed at his post by the
door.
“Ms. McCormick, what is going on here?” the
judge asked uncomfortably.
“Judge Hartwell,” Addie had her respectful
tone going. “Your Honor, all parties here except
you and Mr. Talbot and possibly some of the court
staff know why Sheriff LaMarque is here. And
Judge, be thankful that you have no part in this
because... ”
Partee’s attorney stood up. “Judge, we’ve
heard enough of this, and none of it is admissible in
court, as pointed out. But, more importantly, I believe I’m done here.”

“Wendell, you’re done alright. Now sit down
and shut up,” Hartwell snapped back at Wendell
Crowell in frustration.
Wendell Crowell was a short, wiry man about
40 years old with dark, wavy, immaculately
groomed hair. He had a lean, angular face, a narrow, slightly aquiline nose, and an equally narrow,
closely cropped beard that accentuated his jaw
line and joined a well groomed mustache. Crowell
had the look of a fierce adversary in the courtroom
and in the field, despite his expensive clothes and
playboy looks. Attorney Wendell Crowell did not sit
down. He shocked everyone, turning to the group
gathered in the conference room.
“I don’t have a wolf in this fight,” he said,
tossing a portfolio of documents on the table in
front of Partee, whose face was screwed into a
scowl. ”You know where to send my check. And
don’t even think about screwing with me.” Pushing
his chair back, Crowell walked out the door.
Talbot hadn’t seen Crowell as a quitter, so he
wondered if the wheels were falling off this thing.
Were the rats deserting a sinking ship? Talbot didn’t think so; there was too much money involved.
The most surprising thing about Crowell’s departure was his parting statement. It was almost word
for word the same thing Bullard had said from his
hospital bed this morning.
Partee stood up. He was a tall man, clean shaven, and reasonably fit for his 65 years. His thinning
gray hair showed highlights of light copper brown
hair left from his youth. His eyes were a pale blue,
and he had the look of a man with a fiery temper.
When he turned to Addie McCormick, what Talbot saw in his eyes was the determination of a man
that got what he wanted, cost or consequences
notwithstanding. He snorted. “This does not
change anything. There is an open lien on that
property where you are squatting, and I now own
the note,” he said, gloating in his confidence. “So
if you can't pay the lien, foreclosure will commence immediately, and I know you can’t pay because I know your banking business better than you
do, honey,” he added caustically.
“I think I know why Crowell quit, but I’m getting ahead of myself. You, you, you, and, yes,
judge, even you,” she pointed individually at Partee, Brenneman, LaMarque and Hartwell, “had
better listen very carefully to this. Joe, you’d better sit down for this.”
“Well, folks, this reminds me a whole lot of
Murder on the Orient Express,” Talbot continued.
“I’m really anxious to find out who done it.” They
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all glared at him, even Addie. “Loosen up, girl. A
hundred years from now this won’t make any difference to any of us.”
She didn’t respond but continued with her train
of thought. “I have tried my very best to live at
peace with all of you and the rest of my neighbors
since I moved back to this country, and have done
so successfully with almost everyone except you
three.”
She looked at them with disgust. “So you two,”
she pointed at Brenneman and Partee, “driven by
greed or hate or both, concocted a scheme to defraud me out of my property. Evidently, you didn’t
think it was good enough, so you drug him into it to
gloss over or outright break the law.”
Talbot watched closely as, very discreetly, eyes
were cutting around the room.
“So let’s cut to the chase.” She turned to her
attorney, “I need the title search.” He rifled
through his portfolio and produced a file. She
pushed it over to Hartwell. “This is complicated,
but what it says is that the lien that you think you
have only covers the land on the northwest end of
the property, from the west end of Copperhead to
where it joins your father’s property. Candace Von
Schere and Loraine Townsend were sisters and the
only two heirs of old man Herman VonSchere’s estate. All that land on up the valley belonged to
Herman and his sister Buena. They had a big family
feud and an equally big dispute over who owned
the land that lay between old man Herman and his
sister, and that matter was never settled when he
sold that first parcel of land on the west end to
your father,” she said to Partee.
“VonSchere’s sister, Buena,” Addie continued,
“died suddenly during the middle of the dispute.
Her kids lived back east and didn’t want to get involved in the fight. They had a ton of money of
their own. Plus they’d moved back to New England
because they didn’t like this country, and they certainly didn’t want to get involved in a fight that
would cost them money on something they didn’t
like in the first place. All they wanted to do was
sell out and collect the money on what they knew
was theirs.”
Her history lesson had everyone’s attention.
“Turned out it wasn’t that simple. What looked like
a piece of cake for Herman turned into a big pile
of… fertilizer. He split his remaining land between
Candace and Loraine. Loraine got the part where
our house now sits, which was the uncontested
part. Candace wanted the other part, about 30% of
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which was contested, but it had the original Von
Schere home site on it which Candace had her heart
set on, and she was oldest so she got it.”
She looked at Partee. “Now enter your father
again. He wanted to buy the whole thing, Herman’s
and Buena’s. Buena’s kids agreed to sell, and Loraine agreed to sell her part as she and her new
husband had their eye on another piece of land. But
Candace, who owned the land right in the middle,
refused to sell. The title search and survey didn’t
help, as it just supported the dispute, and Buena’s
family couldn’t sell until this was resolved. Buena’s
kids also finally realized just how much money that
disputed land represented.”
Addie continued, “Loraine could see the writing
on the wall and negotiated a price with your father
because she feared the whole thing might end up in
court forever. She went happily on her way, and
her and her husband, Bradly, bought the start of
what is now known as the BLT ranch.”
Partee said nothing, but Talbot could tell he
was ramping up for an explosion.
”Oh, I almost forgot, copies of the handwritten, notarized notes from your father to Von
Schere and Loraine Townsend are in the second
folder.”
”Where did you get those?” he stormed, jumping to his feet, his face getting redder by the moment.
Talbot just couldn’t help himself. “Mr. Partee,
would you like for me to bring BC back in to referee
this match?”
Partee whipped around to face Talbot. “You are
genuinely going to regret ever getting into my business, you saddle trash,” he snapped, hate in his
eyes.
“No,” Talbot responded calmly. “I didn’t get
into your business. You threw me there when your
men shot up my cabin with us inside and when your
man set a deadly trap that put me in bed for two
days. You didn’t stop there, either. Your boys
turned vicious dogs on us on public property, and as
icing on the cake, just because you could, you had
me arrested and held for three days without charges.”
Talbot shook his head slightly. “No, I’m not going to stay out of it, and if you raise your voice one
more time at her, the sheriff is going to have a reason to lock me up.” His voice was icy, and his gray
eyes never wavered from Partee.
Partee’s eyes narrowed and his pupils flickered,
and for a moment Talbot thought he might do
(Continued on page 58)
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something stupid. Men like him were not used to
being talked to in such a manner. Finally, he leaned
back, standing erect.
“Your girlfriend has the floor,” he gestured.
”Let her get on with it,” he said, sitting down.
”You’ve got 10 minutes.”
“Judge, I was under the impression this was
YOUR court, but every word he utters just makes it
more obvious he’s using you for his personal lackey.”
“That’s enough, Talbot. One more word and you
will be removed,” the judge shot back.
Addie put her hand on his arm. “Ten minutes is
about as long as this should take.” She took a long
breath like she was winding up for something.
“Unfortunately, it is well known in some circles
but...” she started, looking right at Partee and
Brenneman. “My mother couldn’t keep her panties
on, but there was one thing she was very good at,
and that was looking after her kid and keeping very
good records. So while you were busy banging her,
she was busy putting together a very complete portfolio. It was complete with everything from deals
with congressmen, judges, and crooks, to questionable money laundering, rendezvous with other
women, canceled checks, crooked land deals … besides ours,” she shrugged. “I guess it is true that
men don’t think straight with their pants down, do
they? And they’re careless as well.”
Partee sat there smugly. “Honey, that’s ancient
news. They wouldn’t even print that on the back
page of the gossip column. Tell us something we
don’t know...”
Addie held here hand up. “I’m getting to that.
But the important thing is that your father, like my
mother, made sure that he took care of his own.”
She paused for effect but mostly just to annoy Partee.
Talbot watched Partee and Brenneman closely.
Partee was about to say something but was holding
his tongue. Brenneman, on the other hand, reminded him of a big, old, swelled up toad frog: arms
crossed, chin on his chest, and looking over his
reading glasses.
She turned to Brenneman. “Don’t think you’re
going to come out of this unscathed. You and my
father passed my mother around like a cheap drink,
and just like with him, she amassed a sizable portfolio on you, too. And you thought you were being
careful. You thought you were hot stuff, slipping off
to Vegas with the Garofalo twins without him,” she
looked at Partee, and he was looking at Brenneman,

who shrugged with a grin on his face.
“Did he ever tell you the truth about that big
half moon-shaped scar on his left shoulder blade?
He probably told you he was bit by a horse, didn’t
he?” She shrugged. “There may be some truth in
that.” She choked back a laugh.
Brenneman’s face was red, and he was angry.
“He was for sure bitten. That much is true. You
might want to ask a certain feed store operator and
owner how she got her start.”
The room exploded in laughter. Partee was
laughing so hard Talbot thought he was going to
turn his chair over. Slapping his knee, he looked
over at Brenneman. “You didn’t???” Then he burst
out laughing again.
Brenneman jumped up, gathered his things, and
burst out the door swearing.
“I’m really sorry he left, because I really wanted
him to hear his explanation about why you didn’t
get the Ortega property when you and your father
had the deal in the bag.”
“What are you talking about?” Partee snapped
at her. “How do you know about that?”
“Ms. McCormick, you’re way out of line here.
Finish your statement or sit down,” Hartwell admonished her.
Addie pulled a copy of a document and handed
it to him. He looked at it for a few seconds. He was
very angry but really didn’t know who to be angry
at the most. “All this proves is that Brenneman’s no
better than you!” He snapped indignantly.
“I just wanted to remind you that there is no
honor among crooks.”

X
Surprise! Surprise! Surprise!
Talbot could feel the tension in the court room.
The information on that SD card definitely had their
attention, and they all wanted to know what else
was on it. Talbot knew they had something because
if there was nothing to hide they would have already been thrown out of the conference room or
on their way to jail.
Addie turned to Joe LaMarque. “But I’m getting
off track here. After you and Brenneman got tired
of my mother, she tried to settle down and married
Mac McCormick. But old ways are hard to break and
she met Joe. Joe here really fell in love with her.
He was ready to leave his wife for her, and when my
stepfather was killed and there was nothing to stand
in his way, Joe was really making big plans. Both of
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you were jealous and angry for him cutting in on
your time with my mother, so you thought a little
revenge was in order. So you and Brenneman
swooped in on Mrs. LaMarque with everything a
lonely young wife could want. She aborted the first
pregnancy, but the doctor wouldn’t or couldn’t do
the second one, so she tried to miscarry it. And
both of you know how the rest of that story goes.
But so did my grandfather, and he set up a trust for
her.”
“Joe, have you ever wondered why your daughter looks like a younger version of me? There’s a
very good reason.” She paused to let that sink in.
Collectively, several people caught their
breath, and the sudden realization of the truth hit
Talbot like a cold, wet slap in the face.
“No!” Jason Partee roared.
Suddenly, Sheriff Joe LaMarque charged across
the table at Jason Partee with unexpected speed
and violence driven by years of pent up resentment
and rage. Partee was certainly game but no match
for 230 pounds of adrenaline-fired hate.
It took every man in the room to separate
them, but they finally got the job done. The bailiff
and guard escorted LaMarque out in handcuffs.
“Be sure your sins will find you out,” Addie
quoted as her father dragged his bruised and bleeding body off the floor.
“Jason, you need to get cleaned up and get
some medical attention,” Hartwell told him.
“No, he just landed a couple of lucky cheap
shots. Somebody just get me a damp towel,” he
ordered, trying to save some prideful face. “She’s
bound to tell these lies, so it’s best done here and
duly recorded,” he said sitting, down and wiping
his split lip and bleeding nose with an expensive,
monogrammed handkerchief and waving her to continue.
Judge Hartwell had to get very loud to gain
control of the courtroom again, and without his
gavel that was hard to do. When order was finally
restored, Addie got very serious again.
“I just hope you don’t think this is going to
turn into a family reunion. My father is dead, and
that chapter is closed,” he spat the words.
“Oh, he might be dead, but that chapter is
certainly not closed, and you will find that out. He
knew what you had become what your mother had
made you despite his best efforts, so he turned to
someone he could help. Though my mother was a
tramp, he liked her. Lord knows he saw her
enough. My mother asked him never to tell you for
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fear of what you might do. He moved us out of the
state before you knew she was pregnant, and we
didn’t move back until I was in my mid teens. I was
careful to stay away from you so you didn’t see me
grow up. Though I still don’t believe you never figured it out.”
“So what do you think this will change?” he replied coldly.
“Between us? Nothing. All I want to happen is
for you and your lackeys to leave me alone. If you
don’t leave me alone, I promise all that you’ve seen
and a whole lot more will go to every state and federal agency that’s got more than two letters in its
name. If you try to exercise that lien, I can promise
you will get a surprise you will not like.” She gathered her things, walked over and disconnected Andrea’s computer, and pulled out the flash drive.
Folding the computer, she walked to Judge Hartwell and tossed the flash card on the table in front
of him. “If you can’t sleep tonight, you might want
to review this and think of how it would play on the
news. By the way, don’t think I’m going to sign
those papers.”
Surprisingly, he laughed. “Didn’t think so.”
It was very quiet in the courtroom as the parties
gathered their things and prepared to depart. Talbot shook his head. It was almost more than he
could get his head around.
Veldt put away all the folders, and they all got
up and headed for the door. Talbot wondered how
things had gone with BC and the others outside
amongst all the protestors. He wondered how many
people BC had eaten. He chuckled to himself at
that thought, but honestly he was worried that
something might have happened that would set
back their cause.
Going out into the courthouse foyer, they found
only court staff and so moved toward the front
doors. Outside, they found about half of the crowd
had dissipated. There were no wolfdogs and no Billy
or Andrea.
It felt good to be out of that ordeal, and only
after he stepped out into the crisp air did he realize
how exhausted he was. Addie stopped on the steps
to speak with Veldt. “What do you think they will
do now?” she asked him.
Veldt shook his head. “Well, to be sure, you got
their attention. But a lot of it may depend on
whether any of the agencies contacted will respond. If they don’t, you can expect a full court
press. You’ve angered and embarrassed them mostly. They’re really going to be beside themselves
(Continued on page 60)
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when and if that hits the news because you gave
them the impression that wouldn’t happen unless
they pressed the situation. One thing is for certain.
They will proceed cautiously.”
Addie nodded. “Well when he finds out what
his father did, he’s going to need tranquilizers,”
she giggled.
“What are you talking about, Addie?” Nicholas
Veldt asked her.
“I can’t say just now, but you will have to believe me when I tell you he is going to go totally
stupid,” she said, then quickly moved on to a more
pressing matter. “What I want to know right now is
what I can do about the animals he’s killed and the
property he’s destroyed?”
“Proof is the problem. Proving that he ordered
it done will be next to impossible. Proving that it
was his men on your property will be difficult. And
even if he did have the animals shot, if it didn’t
happen on your property, he has every right to
shoot them if they were killing his livestock,” he
explained.
“But, but they didn’t kill...” she began.
Veldt cut her off, “Addie, that is not winnable.
I have some legal experience with just what you’re
talking about. You can’t win that. Not with him
and his resources.”
Almost on queue, Andrea and Nexxie appeared
out of the milling crowd. “Addie! Addie!” she
shouting excitedly.
“Calm down girl, before you have a seizure,”
Nicholas Veldt said to the excited girl.
“Addie! Nick!” said Andrea, “Paul just called. A
USDA rep just showed up at the ranch.”
“What are you talking about?” Addie asked the
excited girl.
“Those guys that tore up the place were hired
thugs, and the USDA guy was a fraud! And Paul has
already identified two of the animal rights volunteers that were involved,” she explained, “and
with the quality of that video, we may be able to
identify more.”
Nick turned to Addie. “Now you may have
something.”
“Oh, I almost forgot,” Andrea continued. “Paul
said four came back, two wolfdogs and two wolves.
He said the poor guys are pretty confused but glad
to be home,” she beamed.
Addie’s eyes were misty, but she managed to
hold back the tears that were just a breath away.
Billy, BC, and JR showed up with a small crowd in
tow. “These guys are worn out and stressed out.

We need to get them home,” Billy reported.
“Addie, Billy is amazing with these guys; he
worked K-9s in Afghanistan,” Andrea told Addie
proudly.
“I’m starving. I hear a barbecue grill, a cold
beer, and a steak calling me and JR,” Pete
laughed. “So if you’re going to catch the train with
us, you’d better get on board.” Laughing, they all
headed for the trucks.
It was a good ride to Addie’s ranch. It hadn’t
been a victory, but it had been a warning shot.
And with the news Paul had delivered, there would
certainly be some repercussions from that. Addie
would be a long time in paying Paul back for the
work he’d done with virtually no pay.
Back at Addie’s place, the mood, though subdued from all the carnage and emotional wreckage, was not gloomy, and there was a new puppy
bouncing around the place that Talbot had not
named yet, and he was keeping everyone entertained.
They were all sitting around in the enclosed
stone patio area enjoying the quiet conversation
and watching Paul and Pete man the grill.
“What happened when you took JR and the others back outside into the crowd at the courthouse?” Talbot asked.
Andrea went all animated, waving her hands.
“The people just went nuts, but the guys were
great as usual. They made lots of friends, especially with the kids and women. BC, who is the most
reserved, attracted the most attention. We did
have one small incident, but Billy took care of
that. Some guy that nobody seemed to know tried
to stir up some trouble. He got loud and said that
he was going to get his rifle and shoot them. I
don’t know what Billy said, but whatever it was
the guy suddenly needed to be somewhere else in a
hurry. It was great.”
Talbot turned to Billy. “I see you’ve been practicing your people skills again.” Billy just grinned
and shrugged, but said nothing.
Addie got up and went outside with Paul and
Pete. Talbot turned to Andrea. You’ve been around
her a lot. How do you think she’s holding up?”
“She’s worried. Partee is capable of anything,
and he thinks he’s untouchable and he’s smart. Mr.
Talbot, she knows it’s not over.”
Addie came back inside. “Ok, guys, let’s set
the table. The steaks and chicken are almost done.
Those boys can cook!” she added, as she headed to
the kitchen.
“That’s a good thing ‘cause one of them for
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sure ain’t worth a dang for anything else,” Talbot
chuckled.
Addie was shaking her head and looked over at
Billy with a questioning expression.
“They’re always like that,” he replied, as they
all followed her into the kitchen.
Soon the long table was set. Baked potatoes and
barbecue beans were out of the oven, and the salad
was out of the fridge. Wine glasses and water glasses were set, and iced-down beer was in the cooler
at the end of the table. Right on queue, Paul and
Pete appeared with the main course.
The phone rang. Reflexively, she reached for it
and pressed the button; with some cheer in her
voice, she said hello. Instantly her face went hard
and angry. She punched the speaker button and set
the phone on the table.
“... your dear dad here. You think you’re so
smart, you snotty little tramp! I’m not nearly done
with...”
Addie interrupted him with a presence of mind
that surprised Talbot, considering the emotional
stress and strain she’d been through: “Now that
you’ve got your greeting out of the way, what do
you really want?”
“Listen to me you little...” Talbot reached for
the phone, but Addie waved him off. “There will not
be a wolf left in the state when I’m done, and you’ll
be begging me to take that property of yours to
keep you off the streets and out of the whorehouse.
Your life will be...”
“I thought you called to invite me to the family
picnic,” Addie interrupted him, hanging up before
he could continue more of his blustering. “Let’s say
the blessing and eat,” she said calmly, showing little
emotion from the phone call.
Paxton was shaking his head. “That guy’s a real
piece of work, isn’t he?”
Addie was trying to keep a strong countenance,
but it was telling on her. She shook her head, turning to Paul. “Will you please offer the blessing for
the food?”
They joined hands at the table and Paul offered
the prayer; then steaks, chicken, and the fixin’s
were passed around.
“Paul, what do you want to drink?” Paxton
asked.
“I put some Bud Lite Limes in the cooler. Hand
me one of those.”
“What!” Paxton yelped. “Bud Lite Lime?! What
are you drinking that foo foo flavored beer for? I put
some real—almost home brewed—Coor’s Original in
there. After all, Colorado’s closer that St Louis...”
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“Whoa, you need to get into the 21st Century,”
Paul interrupted. “That Coor’s is so ‘70s and so out
of style. That’s my father’s beer. Besides, the
wolves even turn their noses up at that stuff.” They
were all laughing now, even Addie.
“No, No. Your father had good taste,” Paxton
chided him.
They talked on, chatting about nothing and letting the stress drain away.
Dinner was good, the company was good, and
Addie finally relaxed a little after a couple of glasses of wine.
“I’ve got to say that, without a doubt, the highlight of the day was taking the wolves into the
courthouse. That was almost as good as riding my
horse into the courtroom. And when BC jumped on
the table and got into Partee’s face... I thought he
was going to pee himself,” Talbot chuckled.
Andrea, Paul, and Addie were all smiling, shaking their heads. Addie spoke. “That is very unusual
behavior for these guys, especially something as
high content as BC. Rarely are high content wolfdogs or wolves protective. They will usually leave—
or more likely run away—from that kind of situation.
I don’t have an answer. Although ... over the years I
have seen some strange and unusual behavior from
time to time.”
Paxton laughed, “Well, that bailiff wasn’t too
interested in getting in the middle of the guys, and I
noticed that Hartwell didn’t jump up and take
charge either.” Everyone laughed, and the mood
was light.
Addie raised her glass. “Here’s to good friends.
And now it’s time for the truth.” She looked at both
Talbot and Paxton. “First things first. Morris Talbot,
I am not a better shot than you are. And second:
After you guys’ performance on the ranch and in the
courtroom, we’re all convinced that you guys just
didn’t come off the range. So what did you two do
before you were cowboys?”
“We used to work in the oil fields in various
places around the world. That’s about all there is to
tell,” Paxton replied to her.
“Liar!” she said loudly with much laughter following.
“I think I’ll have another Bud Lite Lime on that
note,” Paul laughed.
The call buzzer for the front gate sounded. Addie jumped. Andrea got up to answer it. “Can I help
you?”
“This is Vicki and Laura Lorenzo. Is Talbot
there?”
(Continued on page 62)
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“Yes, he’s here,” Andrea replied.
“I need to talk to him; it’s urgent.” Talbot could
hear the quiver in her voice.
Talbot was up and at the speaker. He hit the
mute button. “Don’t let her in until you check your
cameras; she might not be alone.”
He un-muted the speaker: “Vicki, just sit tight.”
Paul was up and hustling to the computer. After
a few moments, he gave the all clear.
“OK, Andrea,” Talbot stated, “open the gate.”
He turned to the call box: “Vicki, I’m sorry. We had
to make sure you were by yourself.”
“Be there in a few minutes,” she replied.
Pete Paxton’s phone rang. He answered it and
moved away from the table to talk. When he disconnected, he turned to Talbot. “As soon as Vicki gets
here, me and Billy have to leave. We’ve got to go to
work tomorrow and Nunzie will be back from Pocatello. Moe, what are you going to do?”
Talbot thought for a few moments and then
shook his head. “My vacation, if you can call it
that,” he said, looking over at Addie, “is over and
I’ve got bills to pay, too—and a truck to fix. I’ll probably be back late tonight or tomorrow.”
Billy and Andrea went out the back together, BC
and Nixxie following them out.
Talbot raised his eyebrows at Addie. “I wonder
how that’s going to work out?”
“That’s just none of your business!” she said petulantly.
“Didn’t say it was my business, just curious that’s
all,” he retorted, figuring this was as good a time as
any for a change of subject. He got up. “I’d better
go out and meet her, see what’s up.”
Addie, Paul, and Pete got up and followed as he
headed through the garage and outside.
The sun was well down, and it was getting dark
fast as it usually does in the mountains. A pair of
headlights came over the rise about a quarter of a
mile out. Talbot could also see the lights of a trailer.
Shortly after, Vicki and her daughter pulled into the
large open drive. She shut the engine off and they
got out of the truck.
“Are you OK?” Pete asked her.
“Yeah, we’re ok, but I’ve got some info to pass
along to Addie and you, Talbot,” she said, calling
him by his last name, something she did not do often. “Brenneman has made arrangements to fly to
Washington; he said he had some favors to call in.
But the big news is that he and Partee had a big falling out.”
She paced, still a little edgy from whatever had
happened. She stopped, facing him, “Partee had a

meltdown a while ago. He went on a rampage while
going through his lawyer’s papers. He had come
over to the lodge office and laid out a bunch of papers on the big table there that the lawyer—the
one who quit—left him. He’d been going through
that stuff for about an hour when suddenly he just
went stupid and tore up the lodge office. When he
high tailed it out of there, he said he wanted the
mess cleaned up before he got back. He also said
he didn’t want to see anybody there when he got
back. It scared the hell out of us.”
She resumed her pacing. “We loaded up your
horses. I was afraid he might kill them if he found
out they were there. As soon as it started getting
dark enough, we loaded what we could of our stuff
and got out of there. So did his wife.”
“How did you get out of there with his army
watching everything?” Talbot asked her.
“We went out with his wife; they wouldn’t dare
give her any trouble.”
Addie laughed, a somewhat humorless laugh,
and they all stared at her, not really understanding
the ‘why’ behind it. In the interlude, Billy and Andrea walked up from the wolf pens.
“Maybe there’s something you’re not telling us
Addie?” Talbot suggested.
“Well, he must have found it,” she replied, still
smiling.
“Found what?” several of them asked at once.
“That little surprise my grandfather left for
him. I expect he found it.”
“Alright, girl, you’re killing us here,” Paxton
said. “What are you talking about?”
“Well, boys, don’t get after me about keeping
secrets. You guys seem to be very good at that. But
I might as well tell you because this one is not going to stay a secret for too much longer anyway,”
she told them. “Years and years ago, when my step
-father and step-grandfather bought this place, my
real grandfather, Gillan Partee, deeded Buena
VonSchere’s property, everything except no-man’s
land, to me. It was done very quietly and Jason
never knew, at least not until now. The property
transfer was a very complicated thing and would be
very hard for Partee to break should he ever go after the property. And that’s not all, but I can’t
talk about that right now.”
“Addie, you’ve embarrassed him,” Vicki began.
“He knows he can’t keep the lid on all this, so he
plans to discredit and ruin you any way he can.
He’s going to sick the animal rights people on you,
and then the IRS on allegations about your 501(c)
(3) status. Then he’s going after the universities to
cut your funding—and he can probably do that—and
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he’ll never get his hands dirty because it will all be
done by somebody else.”
Addie frowned, and the pleasant expression
changed to one of suspicion. “Vicki, when were you
going to tell me all this?”
Vicki turned to face her directly. There was no
anger or malice in her expression, but Addie was
treading on some emotions that were a little sensitive.
“Addie, some of this I figured you already knew.
The other we found out when Bullard showed up at
the lodge looking for Laura. You can imagine my concern. But he needed to use the computer room, and
he needed her help to edit what was on that USB
flash drive. Imagine the position that put us in,”
there was a little frustration creeping in her voice.
“That’s why I’m here and why I’m out of a job,”
she said sharply. Addie started to speak but Vicki
held her hand up to silence her until she finished.
“Before, when he thought he had this lean thing
wrapped up, he could force you out without much
backlash. But now, with all the trouble you’ve
stirred, it’s going to screw up his run at the governor’s office.”
“What!” Addie literally shouted.
Vicki pointed at her daughter, Laura. “Little miss
geek there hacked into his computer after he blew
up and left.”
“So the SOB was going to make a boat load of
money off of running Addie off her land AND he was
going to run for governor, too?” Talbot muttered,
shaking his head. “Where is the justice?”
They were all immersed in their own thoughts,
not really knowing what to say, when Pete Paxton’s
phone rang.
“Hello?” he answered. After a short pause, he
spoke again. “Ok, we’re on our way.”
Paxton turned back to Talbot and the others.
“Hate to leave a good party, but that was Jose, and
he needs some help.”
“This time of night?” Talbot asked incredulously.
Paxton nodded. “Alright, then,” he said. “If
you’re OK, we’re headed back to the BLT.”
Hugs were exchanged and hands shaken; then
Billy and Paxton climbed into Paxton’s big Ford diesel truck. The engine cackled to life, and they were
shortly on their way.
“Come on; let’s get inside. It’s getting cold out
here,” Addie turned back to the house, herding them
all to warmth and safety.
Jason Partee came out of the mountain hide-away where his current mistress stayed when she was
not in DC, NYC, or LA. It was cold, the air was crisp,
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and his breath condensed into steam that hung in
the still night air.
Partee felt decidedly better. She had consoled
him as only she could. She had told him that things
would be okay—to be patient and stick with the
plan. Even if things had gotten off track, that
McCormick woman couldn’t hold up under Partee’s
legal barrage, especially with the people he had in
his pocket.
That’s why he liked this woman; she knew the
right things to say to keep him on track. Why couldn’t his wife be like her? But it really didn’t matter.
He had this one, and his wife was a minor inconvenience.
Partee came down the steps with a bounce and
went to his beautiful new black CLS 6.3 Mercedes
sedan. He reached for the door as he heard something that sounded like the snap of a string. A single instant later, a crossbow bolt traveling at a velocity of 370 feet per second slammed into the
back of his leg, just at the top of the knee joint,
almost severing the lower end of his femur. The
bolt with its titanium head drove through his leg
and deep into the door of the Mercedes, slicing
through delicate electronics and sending a shower
of sparks into the night air as the batteries’ voltage
shorted through the carbon bolt and the door.
For a millisecond, Partee was unable to grasp
what had happened as he felt the terrible blow and
saw the shower of sparks. Then his leg would not
support his weight and he collapsed in a white hot
explosion of searing pain, pain so vicious he could
not speak and could barely breathe. Writhing on
the pine needle-covered ground, he knew he needed to do something but couldn’t think beyond the
piercing agony.
Before he could cry out for help, a vice
clamped across his throat. Panic and fear swept
over him like a hot, wet blanket as he instinctively
reached up to dislodge the vice around his neck. In
that moment, Partee was sure that he was going to
die. In the terrible confusion, he sensed something
was moving above him. The quarter moon provided
good light in the thin, clear, mountain air. Some
flickering consciousness told him that at least he
might be able to see his attacker.
His eyes tried to focus. There, above him, was a
face, appearing through the haze of fear and pain.
It was a wolf—a big black one. Partee was dreaming
of the courtroom wolf all over again. He could not
open his mouth to scream, but an ominous growl
above him was audible. He was paralyzed in fear,
knowing he was facing certain death as the fierce,
(Continued on page 64)
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yellow eyes bore into his. He felt his bladder let go,
hot urine soaking his leg.
Then he was shocked back to reality as he heard
a voice. He was pretty certain it was not God calling him. “Partee, what good is your money and your
power, right now?” The calm, steady voice continued. “This is your one warning. There will not be
another. Leave it alone.”
The incredibly powerful grip loosened on his
throat and then clamped down again, sending panic
through him once more. “Remember, everyone in
DC doesn’t like you.” His eyes refocused. It was a
wolf, and it was still standing over him. Finally, his
eyes found a hooded figure. The hand released him,
and the dark figure silently disappeared into the
night.
Jason Partee screamed like he had never
screamed in his life!!!
Morris Talbot took two more days off to help
Addie repair enough enclosures for the few animals
that had come back.
Vicki Lorenzo was looking for work. There wasn’t much work up here so she was talking about
moving down to Pocatello and staying with her sister to try to find something there.
Talbot had called a realtor and put most of his
acreage up for sale, keeping only the house and 5
acres. He knew a budding programmer that needed
to finish college.
It was getting late in the afternoon. Talbot’s
beat up truck was packed up, and Taco was loaded
in the trailer. He had to get back to the BLT. He
started toward the house to tell Addie goodbye
when she came bursting out of the house. She was
very excited.
“Partee’s been shot!” she shouted.
“What!? What are you talking about?” he replied, stunned by the news.
“Somebody shot Partee with a crossbow and left
him lying by his car! His mistress found him screaming his lungs out, lying there on the ground. Whoever it was messed him up pretty bad. He almost lost
his leg. Who do you think did it? What does this
mean?” she began firing off questions.
“Hmm. It means one of his enemies finally
found a good time to get back at him,” Talbot said
flatly. “You can only rake people over the coals for
so long until you finally get too close to the fire and
get yourself burned. Sounds like he got himself
pretty burned by someone.”
“Word is he was pretty delirious when they
found him, but he kept saying something about a
masked man and a wolf,” Addie said more serious-

ly, thoughtfully. “We’ll all be suspects,” she sighed.
Talbot only laughed. “Sounds like the Lone
Stranger and Tonto Wolf have struck a blow for justice,” he said, getting into his ragged old truck.
She chuckled a weak laugh as he fired up his
truck. “What did you say you used to do?”
Talbot waved good bye and drove down the
drive, but he knew this thing was a long way from
over. Partee might not be a problem any longer, but
the anti-wolf sentiment of the ranchers would bear
watching. Talbot had a greater appreciation for
wolves after meeting Addie’s animals. BC had surely
taken care of that. He’d do whatever he could for
those animals—and for Addie. With that resolve in
mind, Talbot turned toward the BLT ranch, chuckling and thinking to himself, “I might get to ride my
horse into a courtroom yet.”

Thank you Kent Ferrell for entertaining us for the
last couple years with your novella Ain’t Easy
Being Wolf. This novella will be uploaded soon to
the Florida Lupine Association website in its
entirety. If you haven’t read it, we encourage you
to do so. It’s a fictional tale of captive wolves and
wolfdogs caught up in the hate of the ranchers’
disputes—a simple cover for one of the most
nefarious of human behaviors: greed.

